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Abstract 
 
Annual reports of Indigenous disadvantage mark the inability of 
children in very remote Aboriginal communities of the Northern Territory 
(NT) to meet national benchmarks in education. On their entry into the 
school system, these children are usually identified by the Diagnostic Net 
T-2 Continua as being behind their mainstream counterparts. After more 
than a decade of living and teaching in a very remote Aboriginal 
community for the NT Department of Education (DoE), it is apparent to 
me that there is a disconnect between the actual and expected 
development of Standard Australian English (SAE) speech of very remote 
Aboriginal school students.  
There is scant research on the language development of very remote 
Aboriginal children and to date, there are no studies that have 
investigated their development of English as a Second Language (ESL) 
within the very remote context. Those involved in education acknowledge 
the key constructivist or social-cultural premise that it is language that 
mediates relationships and understanding, yet the current accounts that 
describe how these children learn to speak and understand English are 
incomplete. The relationship between speech and literacy is well 
established and ESL research has highlighted that first language factors 
  
xiii 
 
influence the developmental acquisition sequences for ESL. The research 
questions for this study aim to identify the characteristics of the 
developing SAE ESL speech for a group of very remote Aboriginal school 
children from four Central Western Desert communities.  
For linguists, two interrelated and accepted measures of early 
language competency and development are the Mean Length of Utterance 
(MLU) and the grammatical morpheme stages of learning. This study 
examined both aspects of the developing SAE ESL speech of 30 children 
over an eight-month period in the 2008 Indigenous Language Speaking 
Student (ILSS) program. The ILSS children selected were a linguistically 
homogenous Aboriginal language group of school-aged children from 
four very remote Aboriginal Communities in the Central Western Desert 
of the NT. 
This study reinforces earlier findings that an ESL learner’s first 
language influences the developmental and acquisition patterns for ESL 
and this study is the first to consider the influence of an Aboriginal 
language on developing SAE in this way. The results of this study are 
divided into two sets. The group results [collective] are within Set A and 
there are two case studies [individual children] in Set B. The aim was to 
investigate SAE ESL speech development to determine the existence of 
  
xiv 
 
and describe any general patterns of speech development. The data was 
collected using culturally appropriate techniques developed by the NT 
DoE, in negotiation with community stakeholders. 
Analysis of the data from this study reveals the differences between 
the actual and expected SAE ESL rates of progression by identifying and 
charting the oral language capabilities of these children. Findings indicate 
that the ILLS children are in the initial stages of SAE ESL development, 
which is clearly reflected in the length of their utterances and also in their 
varied use of grammatical morphemes. These initial stages of SAE ESL 
development are characterised by speech that is telegraphic in style and 
format, typically with a range of inconsistently applied grammatical 
morphemes.  
Overall, the grammatical morpheme results revealed that these 
children are within the beginning developmental phases and they display 
the inchoate characteristics of such learners. The results showed that the 
children exhibit a range of grammatical morphemes across MLU stages 
and this diversity warranted closer inspection. This revealed that at this 
early stage of language development, rather than a linear acquisition 
profile for grammatical morphemes, it is prudent to examine the 
  
xv 
 
frequency ratios and create a priority list that will enable very remote 
teachers to better orchestrate ESL oracy in their classrooms.  
Consequently, drawing on the results of this study, it is noted that 
within the very remote context of limited SAE immersion, any ESL 
approach must include explicit modelling and teaching.  This will provide 
the children with a contextual cultural linguistic framework upon which 
to establish and build their SAE ESL oracy.  
The very remote Aboriginal classroom is characteristically subjected 
to overtly formulaic and explicit periods of interaction throughout each 
day. Within the very remote context, teachers need to regularly program 
formal explicit periods in which a variety of formulaic sequences can be 
modelled and practiced by children every day. Teaching programs need to 
choreograph a range of habitualised experiences. These explicit activities 
must deliver opportunities for children to be exposed to, and experience a 
range of SAE ESL lessons that cover both the content and the 
communication strategies and other skills necessary to learn another 
language.  
Three recommendations arise from this study. First, further 
longitudinal research is necessary to complete this SAE ESL grammatical 
morpheme developmental profile. Second, a review of existing mandated 
  
xvi 
 
SAE ESL profiles to include earlier emerging developmental indicators is 
warranted. Third, there is a need for development and systematic delivery 
across the NT of a professional and teaching learning package around 
early and emerging ESL oracy. This teaching package will be informed by 
evidence-based research on language acquisition that promotes best 
practice in ESL oracy for very remote children. 
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Vignette 1: Place. It has been my privilege to work as a 
lower primary school teacher and principal for the 
Northern Territory Department of Education in a very 
remote Aboriginal community for more than 10 years. 
For this thesis, I have struggled with how to describe it 
for those readers that will never experience it. Usually, 
words fail me and I get bogged down in detail. How to 
describe it? I’ll begin by trying to explain place.  
‘Central Australia’ is a term used to describe the southern 
region of the Northern Territory, which includes the 
MacDonnell and Central Shires. This combined region 
reaches from the Queensland border to the Western Australia 
Border, covering an area of 546,046 square kilometres and 
making up forty percent of the Northern Territory. This area 
is dominated by desert country and is made up of cattle 
stations and Aboriginal communities. The DoE divides the 
NT into three zones and the Alice Springs Remote Schools 
Unit (RSU) covers the MacDonnell Shire and a part of the Central Shire. From its base 
in Alice Springs, which is the 
gateway to this area, the RSU has 
28 very remote schools.  
Most just call this place the 
Territory. For those new to or 
unfamiliar with this area, I have 
two words to describe life in this 
region: challenging and 
confronting. The first challenge out here is getting around. To put the size of this area 
and distance from Alice Springs into perspective, I live and work in Amunturrngu (Mt 
Liebig) at the school called Watiyawanu Kuula and this very remote community is 
approximately 320 km west of Alice Springs.  
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As the crow flies, this is the same as 
travelling from London to Manchester 
(322 km) or Washington DC to New 
York (327 km). Unfortunately, out here 
we do not have the luxury of flying and 
have to drive along mostly unsealed 
roads. In fact, there are very few 
luxuries and even the most basic 
services such as the supermarket and 
Post Office are all in Alice Springs. 
I hope you are getting some idea – this 
place is big and getting around it takes 
time.  
Each school has been tailored to meet the needs of its community by past and present 
staff. Some schools are large, whereas others are small. Some are well resourced, while 
others are not. Rather than describe the range of schools, it is easier to describe the one 
I am working at. To get around, each school is assigned a vehicle, and there are a range 
of models and brands that a school can choose from. Watiyawanu selected a Toyota 
Troop Carrier or 
troopie. It can carry 8 
people in the back and 
3 in the front – that’s 
right, 11 people. Ideal 
for bush and town 
trips with the school 
kids. Each vehicle is 
replaced after 70,000 
to 90,000 kilometres. The school troopie is our transportation link to the outside world 
and to the wider desert landscape (you can use your own vehicle but you’ll need a 
proper 4WD that is properly fitted out). 
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The school troopie is a beast of a 
vehicle and to drive one, staff 
must undergo 4WD training to 
ensure staff and student safety. It 
is a turbo charged, V8 diesel 
powered, high clearance, long 
wheel base vehicle that is 
notorious for rolling over 
because of its high centre of 
gravity. Each troopie has a satellite phone, two spare tyres, an emergency kit for 
repairs and a first aid kit. For seasoned drivers, it takes approximately 3 ½ to 4 hours 
to get into Alice Springs depending on the road and weather conditions. For novice 
drivers, this can stretch from 4 ½ to 5 ½ hours.  
The road conditions can affect the length of time it takes to get around. The more dirt 
corrugations, the longer the journey and the harder the bone shaking on the trip. Also, 
rain can considerably slow a trip down creating long puddles and flowing creeks that 
must be traversed or avoided. Roads can also be closed by the NT government after 
rain for extended periods and any vehicle caught on these unsealed roads when they 
are closed will incur a large 
fine. There’s also a lot of 
paperwork and maintenance 
that goes with the vehicle. 
Despite the difficulties, when 
you are travelling around the 
countryside with 10 children, 
you wouldn’t want anything 
else. With practice, we all 
become better with fixing 
tyres.  
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Chapter 1 - Introduction to the Study 
1.1 Background  
This research investigated the English language development of a 
group of young Aboriginal children in the Northern Territory (NT) of 
Australia. In many remote and very remote Aboriginal communities in the 
NT, Standard Australian English (SAE) is not the vernacular and 
consequently, Aboriginal children living in these communities are in effect 
learning English as a Foreign Language (EFL). This is a “sociolinguistic” 
distinction, whereby the language to be learned “plays no major role in the 
community and is primarily only learnt in the classroom” (Ellis, 2009,  
p. 6).  
It is therefore not surprising that the reality of geographic 
remoteness ensures that the majority of Aboriginal children living on 
remote and very remote communities in the NT have their first exposure 
to SAE when they enter the school system (Simpson, Caffrey, & 
McConvell, 2009; Simpson & Wigglesworth, 2007). The current context is 
that most of these children arrive at school unable to speak English. With 
this first contact with a different language on their entry into school, they 
are sequential bilingual learners (Matthews, 2007). 
In 2015, NT teachers are provided with two key documents to chart 
the progression of oral SAE of their students, including remote and very 
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remote Aboriginal students. These are the Diagnostic Net for Transition to 
Year 2 (2010) and the Northern Territory Curriculum Framework for English as 
a Second Language (NCTF ESL): early childhood and primary learners 
(Northern Territory Department of Education, Employment and Training 
(DEET), 2002; Northern Territory Department of Education and Training 
(DET), 2009a1). A discussion of these two mandated NT DoE documents 
reveals a deeper underlying issue for remote/very remote teachers in the 
NT (NT DET 2009a; NT DET 2010d).   
The terms ‘remote’ and ‘very remote’ in the NT describe 
geographical distance from urban and regional areas. Within this thesis 
the term ‘remote’ is used to denote Aboriginal communities situated up to 
150 kilometres from the nearest urban or regional centre, whilst the term 
‘very remote’ is used to describe homeland Aboriginal communities more 
than 150 kilometres from the nearest urban and/or regional centre.  The 
use of the term ‘Transition’ in the NT describes students in their first year 
of school contact, similar to Kindergarten in New South Wales and 
Preparatory in Victoria. Under the implementation of the 
Commonwealth’s Australian Curriculum (AC) (Australian Curriculum 
and Assessment Reporting Authority [ACARA], 2010) into all NT schools, 
                                                 
1 Since 2002, the Northern Territory Government Department responsible for Education has 
undergone four changes in title. Education, Employment and Training (DEET); Education and 
Training (DET; Education and Children’s Services (DECS), of Education (DoE). 
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children at this entry stage of schooling are identified as being at the 
Foundation level. 
1.2 The issue 
 
In 2009, after four years of working as an early years teacher for the 
NT DoE in the very remote Central Western Desert, I began this study 
from a realisation that there was a misalignment within the current 
system; a gap between actual and expected development. There is a 
distinctive discrepancy between the actual and expected emergent oral 
English levels of production and usage in the early stages of primary 
school for these children. These systemic, unrealistic expectations of the 
developmental progression of oral English in this context seemed an error. 
It was this that re-ignited my intense interest in language development 
and generated the underlying questions of this study.  
Further, for more than ten years, I have noticed that many teachers 
new to this context comment on the low levels of SAE comprehension and 
production in the first years of formal school by remote and very remote 
Aboriginal children. These anecdotal comments are supported by the 
Australian Early Development Index’s (AEDI) 2009 inaugural National 
Report, in which teachers from the Northern Territory scored higher rates 
for children commencing school, identifying these students as being 
“vulnerable” and “at risk” in both the language and cognitive skills 
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domains when compared with similar teacher views of their students from 
other Australian States and Territories (NT DET, 2010d, p. 6).  
This study is designed to inform and address the identified gap 
between expected and actual development and explore the differences 
between system and teacher expectations and observations and the 
student capabilities of very remote Aboriginal children. Specifically, this 
study focuses on the SAE speech of six-year-old very remote Aboriginal 
school children from four Pintupi/Luritja communities in the Western 
Desert region of Central Australia. This project aims to describe the 
elements and characteristics of the early SAE speech of children from these 
four very remote Pintupi/Luritja communities.  
The language disparity arises from an apparent disconnect between 
National assessment practices, education curriculum profiles, teaching 
programs and the oral EFL or ESL capabilities of Aboriginal children from 
many very remote communities. This disconnect between curriculum 
outcome statements and student proficiency results in a content-context 
divide, which fails to recognise and factor in the appearance and 
consolidation of emerging developmental behaviours and indicators for 
oral SAE that are common to many remote Aboriginal school children in 
their first few years of formal Western schooling.  
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This project is designed as a preliminary investigation.  It begins the 
process of mapping an ESL profile of the early oral SAE acquisition by 
Year 1 primary school children from four very remote Pintupi/Luritja 
communities in the Northern Territory. The primary focus is to identify 
and chart the emerging SAE language usage and production from the 
collected oral English Indigenous Language Speaking Student (ILSS) 
samples of these children. From a review of these samples, a clearer and 
more complete developmental trail of these learners can be acquired than 
from existing language profiles. 
1.3 The problem 
Benchmarking individual school students and cohorts against or 
along a developmental continuum or curriculum framework is a 
commonly accepted method for evaluating and documenting student 
learning. There are many terms and instruments employed to describe 
student performance and achievement, including: profiles, bands, scales, 
stages and benchmarks. These descriptions are used to chart the 
progression of learners against mandated curriculum and other 
documents that outline the expected developmental trajectory for all 
learners within a particular education system. They also provide 
stakeholders, such as education providers, teachers, parents and students, 
with a common reference point and a means of measuring and 
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demonstrating pupil achievement and progress (Gardner & Rea-Dickens, 
1999).  
Any discussion on public education in Aboriginal communities in 
the NT inevitably turns to benchmarking practices and the related issue of 
student achievement. Generally, these discussions are centred on the low 
literacy levels or poor educational outcomes for Aboriginal students in the 
National Assessment Program – Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN). 
NAPLAN was introduced throughout Australia in 2008 to assess student 
skills in English and Numeracy in years 3, 5, 7 and 9. Results for 2009 
demonstrated “no significant improvement in NT students’ literacy and 
numeracy outcomes”, particularly “students in remote and very remote 
locations across the Territory, whose outcomes fall well below national 
averages” (NT DET, 2010d, p. 5). The NT DET disaggregated the 2009 
NAPLAN results to demonstrate that the remote/very remote cohort had 
the lowest results of all Australian school children (NT DET, 2010d). These 
results are yet to change, as year after year, these children consistently 
register the lowest NAPLAN results in Australia as shown on the 
Australian Curriculum Assessment and Reporting Authority website 
(ACARA, 2015). 
Prior to the introduction of the NAPLAN, Malcolm (2003) argued, 
“the missing factor…not picked up by the statistics, is the fact that 
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benchmarks which are used to measure Indigenous student performance 
fit the bulk of the population…and they do not fit most Indigenous 
students” (p. 5). Further critiques of NAPLAN by Simpson and 
Wigglesworth (2007) and Wigglesworth, Simpson and Loakes (2009) 
illuminate some of the difficulties of this National standardised 
assessment model from the remote Aboriginal perspective. They argue 
that the geography of remote communities influences and limits the types 
of cultural knowledge that can be assessed and that the cultural context of 
geographic remoteness is unaccounted for within the NAPLAN test 
format. Essentially, many of the cultural contexts depicted are foreign to 
most remote Aboriginal children and they are not tests of a learner’s ESL 
knowledge or stage of English language development (Simpson & 
Wigglesworth, 2008).  
Other research, commissioned by NT DoE, shows that geographic 
location or geolocation significantly influences educational outcomes and 
impacts on staff and students (Abu-Duhou, McKenna, & Howley, 2007). 
For example, geolocation was found to influence staff retention and 
student attendance, two factors commonly cited as contributing to the low 
educational outcomes for remote and very remote Aboriginal school 
students.  A comparison of urban/rural schools and remote/very remote 
schools demonstrated that there were lower rates of staff retention: eighty-
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two percent for urban/rural compared with fifty-four percent for remote 
and seventy-two percent for very remote schools (NT DEET, 2008, p. 4). 
The statistics for Aboriginal student attendance for urban/rural schools 
was eighty-three percent, whereas for remote/very remote schools, it was 
sixty-three percent (Abu-Duhou, McKenna & Howley, 2007, p. 16).   
Although geolocation may be a significant contributor to the low 
national scoring levels for remote/very remote school children, it should 
be acknowledged that many of the educational outcome statements or 
profiles applied to the NT are standardised levels of attainment. Further, 
the assessments from these standardised levels and their associated 
assessment tasks are based on mainstream education achievement levels 
or benchmarks and not on ESL benchmarks (Nicholls, 2005, p. 6).  
The issue of poor education outcomes for remote/very remote 
Aboriginal school children in the NT is complex and involves a myriad of 
elements, including: health, education, societal, political and historical 
factors. Each of these elements incorporates multiple components, which 
in combination, may account for these poor education outcomes. 
Consequently, the poor literacy and numeracy outcomes for remote/very 
remote Aboriginal school children in the NT reflect a failure on many 
systemic levels. Nevertheless, whilst the breadth of these factors are 
beyond the scope of this study, a closer focus on the early oral SAE of 
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these children has the potential to assist teachers to more effectively 
document and chart the developmental progression of these learners on 
their journey to SAE fluency. 
Developmental sequences and continua are practical tools that 
schools use to map orders of acquisition. Similarly, outcome statements 
are descriptions of learners that indicate the stage or placement of the 
learner in their education journey. Outcome statements are, however, 
frequently influenced and developed by mainstream education providers 
and are often not readily transferable outside the mainstream system. 
These can become particularly problematic when applied to remote/very 
remote Aboriginal school children from the NT, as the developmental 
sequences used do not account for emergent developmental behaviours 
and indicators within these communities. 
From a socio-cultural theory perspective, language has a pronounced 
and prominent role in the organisation of developing cognitive and socio-
emotional structures within children (Cole, John-Steiner, Scribner, and 
Souberman, 1978; Vygotsky, [1934] 1987; Berk and Winsler, 1995; Glick, 
1997; Kozulin, 1999; Vygotsky, Hanfmann and Vakar, 2012). It also 
promotes the emerging and later literate behaviour and knowledge of 
children. Dickinson, McCabe and Essex (2006) suggest that early literacy 
development is influenced by various aspects of language, and that early 
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and later long-term literacy success is intertwined with many aspects of 
oracy. Supporting this position on the importance of oral language for 
literacy development are remarks from Tan and Dobbs-Oates (2013) and 
Mackenzie and Hemmings (2014), who state that oral language abilities 
are frequently identified by researchers as a fundamental precursor for 
later reading abilities. Similarly, bilingual ESL researchers have revealed 
this same relationship between English oral language skills and the 
development of early English reading skills (Hammer and Miccio, 2006; 
Howard, Paez, August, Barr, Kenyon and Malabonga, 2014; Roessingh 
and Elgie, 2009), and have argued that this emergent relationship with 
oral competence continues once reading skills are established (Bialystok, 
2007). Other research identifies oral language skill as being linked with 
social-emotional development, and this in turn aids the development of 
early reading behaviours and skills (Tan & Dobbs-Oates, 2013). Recently, 
oral language competency has been associated with the development of 
early writing skills (Mackenzie & Hemmings, 2014). 
Bialystok (2007) remarks that it is “almost self-evident’ (p. 53) that 
competency in oral language must influence the early reading behaviours 
and skills of children. According to Bialystok (2007), research clearly 
supports the position that language development and skill acquisition are 
interlaced with other developmental domains. Clearly, oral language 
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plays an important function in promoting cognitive connections that 
enable progress in other developmental domains that include literacy 
(reading and writing) and socio-emotional development. From the socio-
cultural axiom, language is the primary tool and motivator in the 
mediation of all higher mental functions, thus a focus on the development 
of oracy in the first few years of school will influence literacy 
achievements in later life.   
The following section reviews the two developmental instruments 
currently employed by the NT DoE to track and monitor oral language 
growth and progress. 
1.3.1 The Diagnostic Net Transition to Year 2 
 
Within the NT, the DoE is the primary agency responsible for the 
administration of remote and very remote primary schools. Over the 
course of this project, the NT DoE has undergone four departmental name 
changes and two major departmental restructures with associated 
pedagogical transformations. During this project, the NT DoE has been 
called the Department of Education and Training (DET), the Department 
of Education, Employment and Training (DEET), the Department of 
Education and Children Services (DECS) and is currently the Department 
of Education (DoE).  
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Over this period, responding to Federal and local agendas, the NT 
DoE introduced the AC (ACARA, 2010) into all NT schools. It has been 
involved in both internal and external reviews, designed to identify issues 
and promote literacy and numeracy outcomes for all NT children. 
Internally, the NT DoE created a Literacy and Numeracy Taskforce, and in 
July 2010, they released the 2010 to 2012 strategic plan (NT DET, 2010d). 
This taskforce document was designed to raise education outcomes for all 
NT school students through a concerted focus on literacy and numeracy. 
Inherent in this was the implementation of the AC into the NT school 
system. Embedded within the AC, there are year grade benchmarks based 
upon a sequence of progression.  
In early 2015, the NT DoE received an external review commissioned 
by the NT Government from Wilson (2014), which has informed the 
revised NT DoE 2013 to 2015 strategic plan (NT DoE 2014). In this review, 
Wilson (2014) advocates the continued use of the Diagnostic Net T-2 
Continua. This document was first released in 2010 and was then titled the 
Diagnostic Net for Transition to Year 9. Since then, it has been renamed the 
Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua. This document has been determined by the 
NT DoE to be a primary and core profile of developmental progression 
across the curriculum. It was created and developed internally by NT DoE 
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stakeholders and then externally validated by a variety of academics, 
institutions and foundations (NT DET, 2010c).  
This study is solely interested in early language development and 
within the Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua, there are six areas identified in the 
development of SAE oracy: speech sound perception, speaking and 
listening, phonemic awareness, graphophonics, spelling sound and 
protocols and social language. Although comprehensive, this 
developmental profile clearly reflects mainstream education 
developmental profiles and does not encompass any emergent language 
behaviours or indicators for learners. 
These emergent language indicators are what many remote/very 
remote Aboriginal students display in their first few years of school, yet 
they are not included within the instruments currently used to profile 
oracy in the NT. Consequently, teachers are not equipped to identify these 
emerging language profiles and they are unable to explicitly address these 
crucial developmental stages within their classroom practices. For 
example, according to the speaking and listening section of the Diagnostic 
Net T-2 Continua,  all students are expected to be speaking in sentences of 
four to five words and to able to join these short sentences using the 
words; and, or, but, and because. This is the ‘expectation’ for these 
students by the end of their Transition year. This is the first year of school 
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contact for many of these remote/very remote Aboriginal children who are 
at least 5 years old but no more than 6 years old (NT DET, 2010c, pp. 30-
31). For the Year One participants of this study, the Diagnostic Net T-2 
Continua outlines the expected “grammatical markers” and “little words” 
(NT DET, 2010c, p. 30) that students must be able to use by the end of this 
year.  
Table 1.1 The Continua. Oral Language Development in the 
Curriculum. Speaking and Listening Outcomes, Grammatical markers 
and little words  
Present progressive driving 
Plurals  balls 
Regular past tense she walked 
Irregular past tense broke, fell 
Possessive  daddy’s 
Third person present tense regular he works 
Third person present tense irregular she does 
Contractions  he’s, she’s. 
Little words a, the, is, am, are 
(Northern Territory Department of Education and Training, 
2010c, p. 30). 
 
The application of mainstream learner profiles is clearly 
demonstrated in the developmental profiles of the Diagnostic Net T-2 
Continua, which are based on aligning “nationally set and accepted levels 
of achievement” (NT DET, 2010b, p. 1) that have been “drawn from the 
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Australian Curriculum and the band level outcomes and key indicators of 
the NCTF” (NT DET, 2010a, p. 11).  
To summarise, it is the materialisation of emergent behaviours and 
indicators that must be addressed through research from a remote and 
very remote community context. Documenting the appearance, sequence, 
and indicators for an early oral SAE developmental profile for first grade 
remote and very remote Aboriginal school children in the NT is a small 
part of the solution. This project is an attempt to reverse the usual 
direction of benchmarking practices, by beginning with first grade remote 
Aboriginal school children from four Pintupi/Luritja communities and 
mapping their developing oral SAE language competence as 
demonstrated over the eight month data collection period. This has the 
potential to provide teachers with a more nuanced profile of the emerging 
language development of these children. 
Clearly, the Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua does not cover emergent oral 
development and an examination of the remaining key document 
employed by remote/very remote teachers for profiling early oral SAE 
development reveals an issue in opposition to that of the previous 
document. As well as the Continua, the second document utilised by 
teachers in the NT to chart the progression of SAE oracy is the Northern 
Territory Curriculum Framework (NTCF) English as a Second Language (ESL) 
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Speaking and Listening Phase 1 outcomes and their indicators (NT DEET, 
2002; NT DET, 2009a).  
1.3.2 The Northern Territory Curriculum Framework 
 
The NTCF ESL Speaking and Listening Phase 1 Outcomes and 
Indicators is the second document used by teachers to chart the 
development of oracy for remote/very remote Aboriginal students in the 
NT. Unfortunately, this curriculum document lacks substantive details on 
the developmental progression of language and learner profiles. For 
example, across the first three levels of Phase 1, the Indicators for 
Speaking in the Communication strand of ESL children begin at “BL1.1 
names a few objects, people, places, etc.” (NT DEET, 2002, p. 117) moving 
through “BL2.1 names some objects, people, places” (NT DEET, 2002, p. 
118) to “L1.1 use a few connected words, e.g. ‘I go now’” (NT DEET, 2002, 
p. 119).  
This framework outlines ESL children moving from a few single 
nouns to some single nouns and then leaping to three word sentences. The 
framework omits many important developmental steps and milestones in 
language; for example, two word combinations, telegraphic speech and 
the acquisition order of grammatical morphemes (Brown, 1973). This 
creates a situation where teachers in a remote/very remote context may be 
unaware of or have no knowledge of expected developmental profiles and 
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consequently, are unable to identify, target and effectively program for the 
developing language needs of these learners. 
This profile could be viewed as being inherently brief on linguistic 
developmental details for ESL students. This lack of detail may originate 
in part from the genealogy of the NTCF, which cites the Curriculum 
Corporation (CC) English as a Second Language Scales (1994) as the basis for 
the NTCF English as a Second Language outcomes and indicators (NT 
DEET, 2002, p. 102; NT DET, 2009a, p. 8).  
The ESL Scales are based on material from two projects, which were 
then combined by the Curriculum and Assessment Committee (CURASS) 
of the Australian Education Council (AEC). The ESL Development: 
Language and Literacy in Schools project was administered by the National 
Languages and Literacy Institute of Australia (NLLIA) and the Victorian 
English as a Second Language Profiles Project was run by the Victorian 
Directorate of School Education.  
These two projects provided a framework for the development of the 
ESL Scales published by the CC. These projects drew their data and 
developed the scales from mainstream urban and rural cohorts. Neither 
project focussed on the unique and particular contexts of remote/very 
remote Aboriginal children whose first languages, like Pintupi/Luritja, 
have significant phonetic, phonemic, syntactic and semantic characteristics 
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that markedly differ from other first language contexts within Australia. 
These English as a Second Language scales involved a period of validation 
by the Australian Council for Educational Research (ACER), and were 
reviewed by State and National interest groups before their final 
publication (CC ESL Scales, 1994, pp. 1-2).  
This is the background to the NTCF ESL 2002 document. The later 
revision of the NTCF (NT DET, 2009a) did not include an update for the 
ESL component of the curriculum framework and this section of the NTCF 
has remained static and unchanged (NT DET, 2009a, pp. 1-46). This is 
despite an acknowledgement that “outcomes and indicators” for the 
earlier 2002 framework “were too broad and did not enable teachers to 
identify key developmental milestones” (NT DET, 2009a, p.17). This 
echoes earlier findings that “as the sole policy guide to dealing with the 
language backgrounds of significant ethnolinguistic minorities in the NT, 
the NTCF is inadequate in providing guidance to schools and teachers” 
(Abu-Duhou, McKenna & Howley, 2007, p. 26). 
In conclusion, remote teachers within the NT are faced with two key 
documents that provide oral English language profiles of student learners 
and their anticipated developmental trajectory and these are the Diagnostic 
Net T-2 Continua (NT DET, 2010d) and the NTCF: ESL Speaking and 
Listening Outcomes and Indicators (NT DET, 2002 &2009a). 
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Unfortunately, neither document provides a detailed account of emergent 
developmental behaviours or indicators for oracy. The Diagnostic Net T-2 
provides a detailed profile applicable to mainstream early learners and the 
NTCF ESL, Phase 1, Speaking and Listening outcomes and Indicators 
provide a very brief developmental profile. 
Consequently, within this crucial early stage of oral English language 
development, the two key documents provide too much information that 
is not applicable.  
Describing the characteristic elements of emergent oral English by 
first grade remote Aboriginal children from four Pintupi/Luritja 
communities in the Western Desert of Central Australia, as do I in this 
study, can contribute towards enriching the NTCF ESL Outcomes and 
Indicators. Furthermore, describing an emergent oral SAE profile for first 
grade remote Aboriginal students will counter a predilection for applying 
mainstream developmental profiles against these children and allow 
teachers to map these emergent behaviours to inform and guide the 
application of appropriate and relevant teaching practices. 
1.4 Purpose of the study 
This project is positioned at a theoretical and methodological 
juncture between education and linguistics.  It draws from both fields to 
address a disconnection between the currently applied oral SAE 
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assessment practices and outcome statements and first grade remote 
Aboriginal children’s emerging SAE speech. The intention is to develop a 
profile statement on the observable grammatical features and 
characteristics of the developing oral SAE of sequential bilingual school 
children in first grade from four very remote Pintupi/Luritja communities 
in the Central Australian Western desert region of the NT. The aim is to 
identify and describe any potential grammatical patterns in the early 
acquisition of oral SAE by these children. Any emerging grammatical 
patterns that emerge from the data set will then be compared and 
contrasted with established first and second language developmental 
grammatical sequences and patterns.  
This insight will allow for a greater understanding of the emerging 
language acquisition processes of sequential bilingual early years children, 
particularly from these very remote Aboriginal communities. This insight 
has the potential to influence the development and design of educational 
curriculum outcome statements and profiles and the assessment and 
teaching practices of education sectors that deliver services to remote 
Aboriginal communities throughout Australia.  
Further, this project may become a catalyst for other very remote 
Aboriginal Second Language Acquisition education and linguistic 
research that expands the findings from this project and unearths other 
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potential emergent and later sequential bilingual profiles or 
developmental sequences for remote and very remote Aboriginal children. 
This project provides a foundation for future projects that could examine 
and generate cross-linguistic comparisons of these results with other 
Aboriginal first language Indigenous Language Speaking Student (ILSS) 
data held by the NT DoE.  
Within the wealth of research on language, there is a distinct space 
within the literature on the ESL progression of Australian Aboriginal 
children. This study is the first to exclusively focus on the development of 
SAE ESL oracy of a cohort of very remote Aboriginal school children.  
1.5 Major study questions 
This study considers the following three questions: 
1: Are there any patterns of progression for the development of 
oral/spoken SAE of very remote Pintupi/Luritja Indigenous Language 
Speaking Students? 
2:  What are the parallels between already existing oral first and 
second language developmental models and the oral SAE pattern of 
remote Pintupi/Luritja Indigenous Language Speaking Student 
children? 
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3: What are the teaching implications of this for early childhood 
Second Language Acquisition of SAE in remote Aboriginal community 
schools? 
1.6 Scope of the study 
This section will provide a brief overview of the intention and scope 
of this project. An important issue for language research is whether there 
are similarities between the developmental stages of first language and 
second language. Generally, the literature is yet to provide a conclusive 
answer on whether there are parallels between first and second language 
development (Romaine, 1999, p. 251), and second language studies 
provide insufficient information for a comprehensive description of the 
development of bilingual children (McCardle & Hoff, 2006, pp. 157-159). It 
has been suggested that there is very “little normative data about the 
trajectory of early sequential bilingual language acquisition” with 
“patterns of convergence and divergence in monolingual and bilingual” 
language acquisition being apparent (Bedore & Pena, 2006, pp. 1-3).    
Curiously, early second language studies on the acquisition order for 
English morphemes ambiguously state that “every well-designed study 
has answered this question in the affirmative”, despite the order being 
different from first language (Dulay, Burt & Krashen, 1982, p. 202). The 
ambiguity concerns the degree of commonality between different first 
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language speakers’ acquisition of grammatical morphemes when English 
is the second language. Earlier grammatical morpheme order research 
studies, on a limited number of first language speakers, suggested that all 
learners followed a “similar pattern of development” and that the 
“subsequent acquisition of grammatical structures is very gradual, 
manifesting common stages of development” (Ellis, 2009, p. 18).  
However, later research on a variety of first language speakers has 
suggested that within these common stages, there is evidence that the 
acquisition of English grammatical morphemes includes idiosyncrasies in 
the common stages of acquisition of ESL learners that are dependent on or 
influenced by the speaker’s first language (Ellis, 2009, pp. 82-88). These 
ESL idiosyncrasies influenced by a learner’s first language are within the 
parameters of this study. The underlying language structures of 
Pintupi/Luritja are, like all Aboriginal languages, very different from 
English and are yet to be investigated by educational or linguistic 
researchers for their impacts on the acquisition order of English 
grammatical morphemes. 
The necessity for remote Aboriginal second language research is 
clearly highlighted by the poor educational outcomes for Aboriginal 
students in the NT. Although many factors influence these results, it is 
imperative that second language SAE models and profiles of 
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developmental patterns are refined to enable the stakeholders in remote 
Aboriginal education in the NT (and other remote Aboriginal 
communities throughout Australia) to understand and chart their learning 
processes.  
It should be recognised that the educational and linguistic contexts of 
remote Aboriginal communities throughout Australia are extremely 
distinct from each other depending on geographic location, language and 
cultural practices. They are also quite distinct from non-remote Aboriginal 
and non-Aboriginal communities. Therefore, it is essential that second 
language developmental models and profiles are based on data and 
research conducted from within the remote and very remote Aboriginal 
context, rather than imported models developed in urban centres with 
markedly different language learners.  
By identifying potential developmental patterns of oral SAE ESL, for 
these very remote Aboriginal children, this project can add to the 
knowledge base of second language acquisition. This advance in our 
understanding of the processes in the progression of SAE ESL is 
supported by better methods for tracking the measurement and 
progressive assessment of SAE ESL.  
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1.7 Important assumptions of the study 
There are two important underlying assumptions in this project. 
First, that the selected Pintupi/Luritja cohort that participated in the 2008 
Indigenous Language Speaking Students (ILSS) program are a general 
population sample of typical Year One remote and very remote Aboriginal 
primary school students. This general population sample includes many 
of the systemic education and health issues that may interrupt student 
learning, including parental mobility, student attendance and health 
issues like hearing impairments and otitis media. This is an 
acknowledgement of intersecting systemic issues that reflect the reality of 
everyday teaching in remote Aboriginal communities in the NT and the 
emerging second language abilities of these students. The second 
assumption is that the design of the data collection method for the 2008 
ILSS program (the data set used in the current study) was structured to be 
culturally appropriate and relevant, yet sufficiently open ended that it 
allowed subjects to explore and use the full speaking range of their SAE 
abilities at the time of the points of data collection. 
1.8 Outline of the remaining chapters 
 
Chapter 2 provides a brief historical overview of Pintupi/Luritja and 
Western European contact and the establishment of the four 
Pintupi/Luritja communities and schools in the Western Desert of Central 
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Australia participating in this project. The contextual background will also 
include a history of education in the NT and, where possible, a history of 
Western schooling within these four very remote Pintupi/Luritja 
communities.  
Chapter 3 is a detailed examination of the relevant literature on 
theories of second language acquisition, studies of first language and 
second language grammatical development. 
Chapter 4 is the methodology of the study. This chapter has been 
separated into four sections. The first section begins with contextual 
information on the setting, population sample and anonymity. Included 
within this first section is a description of the socio-linguistic context 
across this area in 2008 during the data collection period. This socio-
cultural outline examines the first language and SAE ESL landscape, 
followed by a description of the typology of Pintupi/Luritja and ends with 
a broad overview of the SAE ESL approaches found across the four 
schools. The second section is a detailed examination of the design of the 
study. The third section provides the framework for the coding system 
and data analyses. The final section describes the instrumentation 
processes for establishing the reliability of the methodology and analyses 
the delimitations of the study. 
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Chapter 5 provides analyses of the data and examines the results. 
This chapter includes analysis of the data set exploring the Mean Length 
of Utterance by Word (MLUw) results, the grammatical morpheme results 
by MLUw and by the group scoring method. This chapter also includes 
two case studies of particular children and compares the results of each 
case study with the group score method and with each other.  
Chapter 6 is the discussion of the findings and this is separated into 
three sections. Each section of this chapter discusses the results from the 
perspective of the three underlying questions of this study. The first 
section discusses the results and findings to determine what are the 
patterns of progression. The second section explores the results to 
determine whether there are any parallels between the results of this 
study with existing language profiles and where, if any, the gaps may be. 
The third section focuses on the classroom and system level responses and 
implications of the results from this study and concludes with three 
recommendations for a way forward. 
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Vignette 2: Country. It’s 
hard out here; it’s not for 
everyone. The harsh arid 
landscape of the interior of 
Australia is amazing. The 
distances between places are 
immense. The terrain is a 
mix of rolling sand hills, 
plains, rocky plateaus and 
mountain ranges. The Western MacDonnell ranges run through the area but we are off 
the tourist tracks and into an area of Aboriginal freehold land – think of the sign as like 
a border notice posting.  
Depending on how you arrive in Central Australia, you may or may not get to 
acclimatise. If you fly in, you will feel it when you walk off the plane, down the steps 
and across the tarmac. You will feel it every time you go in or out of an air-conditioned 
car or building. You will notice that it is nearly always hot. Sometimes, it’s very hot for 
a very long time. These are the first two things you will notice when you arrive in 
central Australia, it’s beautiful and it’s hot. 
When you head out to the communities and homelands, the first thing you notice as 
the landscape wizzes by is how far away the nearest regional area is. Once you arrive, 
you can’t help but notice the dogs and then the flies. Both are everywhere, flies and 
dogs, you seem to be endlessly chasing either from under your feet or away from your 
face. I think that the number of dogs in communities would surprise many people. 
Once you begin to settle into the rhythms of the community and school life, you will 
know if such a place is for you. 
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Chapter 2 - Background to the problem 
This chapter is divided into three sections and provides the 
contextual background related to this project. Section 1 outlines the history 
of the Pintupi/Luritja community and its contact with Western European 
culture. Included in this section is an outline or chronology of encounters 
and interactions of Aboriginal peoples with Western Europeans and the 
subsequent establishment of community settlements. Section 2 provides a 
brief chronological review of the history and evolution of education in the 
NT. Section 3 chronicles a partial history of the four Pintupi/Luritja 
schools at Ikuntji, Warumpi, Amunturrngu/Watiyawanu and Walungurru 
communities from the available secondary sources as there are limited 
written primary sources. 
2.1 The Pintupi/Luritja: a brief history 
This brief history relies primarily on secondary sources drawing 
from texts, theses and papers (Folds, 2001; Holcombe, 2004; Kral, 2007; 
Myers, 1986). Supplementing these are primary source interviews with 
teachers operating from Papunya in the 1970s (J. Hulcombe, personal 
communication, September 19, 2010). This Pintupi/Luritja history is by no 
means truly comprehensive but it is designed to provide some historical 
context and is a brief overview of Western European and Pintupi/Luritja 
contact and communities.  
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The evolution of the term Pintupi/Luritja is an artificial construct and 
is a generic label used to describe all the Western Desert peoples that 
gathered at the Hermannsburg Lutheran mission from 1877. The 
emergence of the term Pintupi/Luritja occurred over the period of Western 
European contacts with the Western Desert language groups (Folds, 2001; 
Holcombe, 2004; Myers, 1986). The word Luritja is thought to be an 
Arrernte word meaning ‘stranger’ or ‘person from the West’. 
Pintupi/Luritja speakers are associated with four main communities and 
their outstations within the Northern Territory. The term Pintupi/Luritja is 
used to describe the Western Desert language that is spoken around 
Papunya and out to the Western Australian (WA) border. This includes 
the communities and outstations of Ikuntji (Haasts Bluff), Warumpi 
(Papunya), Amunturrngu (Yamundurrgu, Amundurrngu, Watiyawanu 
and Mt. Liebig) and Walungurru (Kintore). The Pintupi language has also 
become associated with speakers across the border in WA in the Western 
Desert region around the community of Kiwirrkura (Heffernan & 
Heffernan, 2005; Holcombe, 2004).  
There is mobility between many of the Central Western desert 
communities and consequently, remote Aboriginal community 
populations in this region may fluctuate greatly. The 2011 Australian 
Bureau of Statistics census recorded an Aboriginal population of 150 at 
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Ikuntji (Haasts Bluff), which is 245 kilometres west of Alice Springs 
(Australian Bureau of Statistics [ABS], 2011a). The community at Warumpi 
(Papunya), which is 250 kilometres west of Alice Springs, had an 
Aboriginal population of 418 (ABS, 2011c). In Amunturrngu/Watiyawanu 
(Mt. Liebig) community, which is 327 kilometres west of Alice Springs, 
there was an Aboriginal population of 312 (ABS, 2011d). The community 
of Walungurru (Kintore), which is 550 kilometres west of Alice Springs 
and 20 kilometres from the WA border, had an Aboriginal population of 
454 (ABS, 2011b). In total, there were 1334 Aboriginal people residing in 
the four main NT Pintupi/Luritja communities at the time of the 2011 
census collection. 
2.1.2 Mulga and Spinifex Plain Country 
 
The Pintupi are uniquely the last traditional Aboriginal Australians 
to emerge from the Central Western Desert region, with a final family of 
nine traditional semi-nomads settling into community life in 1984. The 
‘history’ of Pintupi contact and interaction with Western European culture 
was fragmented over a period of forty years, from the early 1930s until the 
late 1960s, and occurred with four major migrations into Western 
European settlements over this period (Myers, 1986: Folds, 2001). 
These four periods of migration coincided with periods of extended 
drought in the 1930s, the 1940s the 1950s and with the last mass arrivals in 
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the 1960s. Within these four migratory periods, there were three distinct 
periods in settlement patterns and politics, being the ‘early mission’ 
period, the ‘Government control’ period and the ‘homelands movement’ 
period. The fragmented migration of Pintupi from the Western Desert 
region ensured that “unlike many other Aboriginal people, the Pintupi 
were not forced from their land…the aridity that protected them 
eventually contributed, through prolonged drought, to their movement off 
their homeland” (Myers, 1986, p. 28). 
In the mid 1930s during the first mission period, the German 
Lutheran Missions established the settlement/community of Ikuntji . The 
second period came soon after in the 1940s, with Government control of 
Ikuntji and the eventual expansion into and creation of Papunya. The third 
and final period in the 1970s saw an exodus from Papunya with the 
homelands movement, with numerous families moving to establish new 
Pintupi communities, including those at Amunturrngu and Walungurru. 
2.1.3 First Contact - 1870s to 1940s (Ikuntji) 
Alice Springs had been settled as a link in the overland telegraph 
system in 1871 and a German Lutheran Mission was built at 
Hermannsburg in 1877. Prior to the German Lutherans establishing 
Ikuntji, contact between the Pintupi and Western Europeans was limited 
to encounters with early explorers like Giles, Carnegie and Warburton 
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(Folds, 2001, p. 10). These early encounters with Western European 
explorers were traumatic events for the Pintupi, who were often captured, 
bound and forced to reveal information on the surrounding country and 
waters (Myers, 1986, p. 31). Prior to an aerial exploration in 1933, the far 
Western Desert region out to the Lake Mackay area had not been explored 
and the first known ground exploration of this area from the NT side of 
the border was in 1945 by the pastoralist, Braitling. From Braitling’s 
observations and comments about his contact with the Pintupi in 1957, 
Evans led the first Native Patrol into this area to determine the health and 
population of the Pintupi and to determine the pastoral and mining 
opportunities within this vast area (Evans, 1957).   
In the early 1930s, the German Lutheran mission at Hermannsburg 
began contacting and supplying the Western tribes. By 1935, with sizable 
numbers from a variety of Central Western Desert language groups 
encamped at one site, they established the settlement/community of 
Ikuntji [Haasts Bluff] (Folds, 2001). In this early period, Pintupi encounters 
with Western Europeans were occasional and sporadic, best described as 
“infrequent and temporary” (Myers, 1986, p.31) with many Pintupi 
returning to their country from the Western European settlements. During 
the early 1930s, anthropological and missionary expeditions continued to 
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contact and document their encounters with the Pintupi, occasionally 
encouraging them to return to the mission (Myers, 1986). 
From the 1920s to the 1940s, the Government’s agenda was one of 
protecting expanding pastoral holdings and establishing Aboriginal 
Reserves. These two goals were a consequence of the Western European 
fear of an influx of desert peoples to Alice Springs. This same fear 
influenced the Government’s desire to establish the Aboriginal Reserves 
that were to isolate and protect Western Europeans from Aborigines and 
Aborigines from Western Europeans. This fear continued, shifted and later 
drove the Government takeover of the Reserves during the 1940s. The fear 
of town drift prompted the Government to alter its policy and assume 
control for the delivery of rations at Ikuntji in 1941 (Myers, 1986; Folds, 
2001). 
2.1.4 Settlements - 1940 to 1970s (Ikuntji and Warumpi) 
The Haasts Bluff reserve was created in 1940 (Holcombe, 2004) and 
in 1941, the Government assumed control of the German Lutheran 
Mission (Myers, 1986; Folds, 2001). The onset of another drought in the 
1940s saw more Western Desert peoples locating to the now Government 
ration depot at Ikuntji, with further migratory movements due to drought 
by the Pintupi between 1953 and 1956 (Myers, 1986). During the 1950s, the 
Pintupi were attracting Government and academic attention and a number 
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of Government patrols and anthropological expeditions occurred. In 1957, 
the anthropologist Donald Thompson was involved in two expeditions 
into Pintupi country (Folds, 2001). At the same time, the 1957 Native 
Patrol, led by E.C. Evans, reported that many Pintupi still lived in their 
traditional country and some may have visited or heard about the Western 
European communities/settlements at Hermannsburg and Ikuntji. It was 
then estimated that 150 to 200 Pintupi people were still living traditionally 
in the adjoining NT and WA border region from Mount Singleton out to 
Lake Mackay (Evans, 1957). 
By 1956, Ikuntji had a population of 477 and the Pintupi practice of 
temporary relocation to this area began to be more permanent. With the 
population increase, water availability and quality became serious issues 
for community sustainability. In 1956, the Government began the 
construction of a larger community/settlement at Papunya and during 
1959/60, Western Desert peoples were moved to Papunya. 
From the 1940s, there was a shift in Government policy from 
protection (of themselves and of the Pintupi) towards assimilation. It was 
in Papunya from the 1960s that the full force of assimilation would be felt 
by the resident Pintupi and other Western Desert language groups. By all 
accounts, community life was very difficult for many Pintupi, with disease 
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and death dominating this traumatic period at Papunya (Myers, 1986; 
Folds, 2001; Kral, 2007; Kral 2009).  
By 1960, there were 676 Western Desert people living in Papunya 
and it was here that the last migratory movement of Pintupi occurred 
between 1960 and 1966 (Myers, 1986). Those arriving from their traditional 
lifestyles at Papunya in the 1960s were called ‘new Pintupi’ by those who 
had arrived in the earlier migrations of the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s (Folds, 
2001).  
The last major migrations of Pintupi into Papunya were the result of 
a combination of historical factors. Amongst these were another major 
drought in the Central Western Desert region, the assimilation policy, 
launches from the Woomera blue-streak rocket range tests that landed in 
Pintupi country and Beadell’s road link through the country west of Alice 
Springs out to the Canning Stock Route in WA (Folds, 2001; Kral, 2007). 
Beadell (1976) was important in opening up the interior of Australia as the 
leader of the road crew that established many of the remote and very 
remote roads throughout South Australia (SA), WA and the NT from 1957.  
Beadell (1976) records that the primary purpose of these inland 
roads, or highways as he named them, was to establish and maintain 
transportation links with meteorological observation stations to monitor 
the effects of above ground nuclear testing in the late 1950s from 
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Woomera. Later these tests moved underground, although Beadell and his 
crew continued to open up the interior of Australia. Beadell describes the 
establishment of the Gary Junction Highway, now known by many as the 
Kintore Road. The primary purpose for this link was to allow the crew to 
supply themselves from Alice Springs. The Gary Junction Highway is the 
transport artery from Papunya to Walungurru that passes by 
Amunturrngu. On 16 September 1960, the Highway was linked with an 
existing track that ran from Papunya to the Amunturrngu bore (Beadell, 
1976, p.48). It was this transport link that allowed the movement of 
transport through this remote area of Pintupi/Luritja lands of the Central 
Western Desert. 
Papunya was never supposed to be a permanent community. It was 
designated for training and assimilation and ultimately for transitioning 
the Aboriginal people from a traditional life to a Western European one. 
By 1970, the assimilation agenda saw the regimentation of all aspects of 
community life. By 1976, half of Papunya’s residents had moved to eight 
outstations and an estimated forty-five out of two hundred school aged 
children attended the school at Papunya (Skelton, 2010). The reasons for 
this disinterest are in this author’s view mostly speculative and have been 
attributed to intercultural misunderstandings (Kral, 2007) and a desire on 
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the part of the Pintupi to return to their country and Dreamings (Folds, 
2001; Holcombe, 2004; Skelton, 2010). 
2.1.5 Homelands - 1966 to 1980s (Amunturrngu and Walungurru) 
The Pintupi at Papunya wanted their own places and between 1966 
and 1968 two outstations had been established, however “they returned to 
Papunya a year later, to camp on its western fringe looking out towards 
their own country” (Folds, 2001, p.34). Throughout the late 1960s and 
early 1970s there were repeated attempts to set up separate Pintupi 
communities at Lampara and Yayayi. This movement back into Pintupi 
country eventually saw the ever-westward establishment of two more 
permanent communities and their outstations in the NT.  
By 1978, Pintupi had settled at Amunturrngu outstation, which was 
quickly followed in 1979 by settlements at the nearby New Bore, where 
more than 90 people were living. The Pintupi also arrived in Walungurru 
in 1979 and by the middle of 1981, more than 300 people had returned 
there (Folds, 2001; Myers, 1986). The communities of Amunturrngu and 
Walungurru differ from Ikuntji and Papunya, in that they were 
established by and for the Pintupi community. Amunturrngu developed 
from an Aboriginal stock camp of the Ikuntji community (cattle were 
introduced to Ikuntji in 1944). Amunturrngu became an official outstation 
service in 1982 and an Aboriginal Corporation in 1988, thereby becoming a 
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‘community’. Walungurru was established in mid 1979 and also became a 
recognised community and Aboriginal Corporation in 1988 (Holcombe, 
2004) with Papunya becoming an Incorporated Association in 1985 
(Skelton, 2010). 
In conclusion, there were four migratory movements of Pintupi into 
Western European settlements/communities over the first two periods and 
this was replaced in the third period with migration outward to country. 
The first period, 1932 to 1940, saw intermittent and temporary contacts 
between the Pintupi and Western Europeans and the establishment of a 
German Lutheran Mission at Ikuntji in 1935. The second period, 1941 to 
1979, saw Government control of the Ikuntji community/settlement and 
the building of another community at Papunya from 1956. The third 
period, from the late 1960s to the early 1980s, was expressed through the 
homelands movement, with the establishment of the Amunturrngu and 
Walungurru communities. 
Throughout the 1930s to the late 1970s, “the Pintupi lived on other 
people’s land” (Myers, 1986), and during the early 1970s, a change in 
Commonwealth Government saw policies shift from assimilation towards 
self-determination. This change was one of many factors that enabled the 
Pintupi to begin returning to their country. Their disaffection with 
Papunya in the late 1960s and the policy change of the early 1970s enabled 
  
40 
 
the ‘Homelands’ movement and the birth of the Amunturrngu and 
Walungurru communities.  
2.2 History of Education in the NT 
European or formalised Western education in the NT can be traced 
back to the late 19th Century, with the arrival of a variety of Christian 
missionaries. This early missionary movement established the first schools 
for Aboriginal education and it has been acknowledged that in this period, 
certain missions developed the first models of bilingual education in the 
NT. The first Aboriginal bilingual school in Central Australia was 
established by the German Lutheran Missionaries at Hermannsburg 
(Ntaria) in 1887 (Kral, 2007: Hill 2008). 
The first Aboriginal community schools were mission schools that 
were set up by Christian organisations. These schools were generally in 
remote Aboriginal lands and different denominations worked in different 
parts of the NT. In the Central Western Desert region, missions were 
established by the German Lutheran Church. During this period, teachers 
had little or no training and their primary aims were religious conversion 
and teaching bible studies (Kral, 2007; Hill, 2008). 
After 1937, the Commonwealth Government of Australia changed 
policy from offering no support or funds for Aboriginal education to a 
transitory phase for their assimilation into the wider Western European 
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culture (Hill, 2008). Before this assimilation policy could be implemented, 
the Second World War began and it was not until 1947 that the 
Commonwealth Government began the transition to assimilation in 
earnest. In 1947, the Director of Native Affairs agreed that the aim of the 
education policy should be to assist the absorption of Aboriginal people 
into Australian society (Hill, 2008). This was the aim of the assimilation 
policy – to remove Aboriginal Australians from their cultural practices 
and integrate them into Western European practices. The outcomes of this 
policy directly lead to many racist policies and practices that left 
Australian Aborigines dispirited, disempowered and despondent.  
Prior to the 1950s, the education of Aboriginal children in the NT 
was provided for by a variety of Christian missions. In 1950, the 
Commonwealth Office of Education assumed responsibility for Aboriginal 
education (Kral, 2007) and the first official Government schools were 
opened at the communities of Bagot, Amoongoona, Delissaville and 
Yuendumu. Between 1950 and 1955, staffing and infrastructure 
responsibilities were split between the Commonwealth and the Territory. 
The NT Administration was responsible for school infrastructure and the 
Commonwealth Office of Education provided staff (Hill, 2008). From 1954, 
preschools were established at a number of communities with some 
success and in this early stage of Government control, there was no 
  
42 
 
provision for secondary education in Aboriginal community schools. In 
1955, the Welfare branch of the NT Administration assumed control for all 
aspects of Aboriginal education and by 1963, there were eleven 
Government Aboriginal Schools (Hill, 2008). 
As noted by Hill (2008), in 1961, Marsh, Pratt and Griggs presented a 
report to the Commonwealth Government, which contained a chapter on 
Aboriginal education in the NT. This report found that a full review of 
Aboriginal education was warranted due to the failure of the system. It 
was this that then prompted the Watts and Gallacher report of 1964. 
Within Government schools, the language of instruction was English and 
the report prepared the way for a paradigm shift that would favour and 
eventually promote the use of first language as the primary method of 
instruction for remote and very remote Aboriginal children in the NT. In 
1973, a newly elected Labor Commonwealth Government adopted a 
policy that promoted vernacular or bilingual education in the NT for 
certain groups and this Government provided funding for the 
development of bilingual resources and training for Aboriginals in 
delivering education in first language before the introduction of English 
(Kral, 2007).  
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2.2.2 Bilingual Education (1973 to 1998) 
The history of bilingual education in the NT is a curious mix of 
official acknowledgement and policy and unofficial implementation. 
Illustrating this is the Aboriginal community of Ntaria (Hermannsburg). 
This community was not recognised in official reports as having a school 
before 1950, with the bilingual program being introduced in 1973. The first 
bilingual Aboriginal school in Central Australia was established in 1887 at 
Hermannsburg, albeit with a focus on religion and conversion, however 
the instruction and literacy teaching was in both English and Western 
Arrernte from around 1896 (Kral, 2007; Hill, 2008). 
As early as 1947, official recommendations were that Aboriginal 
languages could be used for instruction to assist students, though the goal 
was their gradual assimilation into the wider Australian society. In 1973, 
five schools officially began teaching in a first language as well as English 
and by 1974, a report was commissioned on schools running bilingual 
programs. This report contained recommendations for implementing and 
resourcing bilingual programs. In 1973, when bilingual education in the 
NT officially began, there were no resources, no trained Indigenous 
teachers and very few Aboriginal adults who were literate in their first 
language (HiIl, 2008). 
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Between the official beginning of bilingual programs in 1973 and 
1998, there were three phases: the Establishment ‘boom’ phase (1973-1978); 
the Consolidation ‘no more money’ phase (1978-1986); and the Adaptation 
‘make do’ phase (1987-1998) (Devlin, 2011). At the peak of bilingual 
education, less than one quarter of NT schools were accredited to deliver 
bilingual programs (Kral, 2007). After the initial flood of investment in the 
establishment phase, a change in Commonwealth Government resulted in 
a policy shift. Subsequent funding cuts to bilingual schools meant fewer 
linguists and support staff and less training of teacher assistants and 
teaching teams. The policy shift meant that bilingual schools could not 
function as effectively in the consolidation and adaptation phases as they 
had prior to 1978 (Devlin, 2011). 
2.2.3 Two Way Education (1998 to 2008) 
In 1998, the NT Government announced the replacement of existing 
bilingual programs. With the announcement of their closure, it was 
claimed that bilingual schools were under-performing in terms of 
outcomes when compared to non-bilingual schools, although no detailed 
data was released to support the claims (Nicholls, 2005; Hill, 2008; Devlin, 
2011). At the time of the announcement, the NT Government was 
surprised at the strength of the opposition, and after public protests, a 
Government review was commissioned. 
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The Collins Learning Lessons review (1999) did not specifically 
examine bilingual education, although it did make reference to the role 
and impact it had on Aboriginal education and society. This review 
renamed bilingual as ‘Two Way’, and instigated a two yearly review and 
registration process for bilingual programs in the school system (Hill, 
2008; Devlin, 2011; Simpson, Caffrey & McConvell, 2009). 
Nevertheless, since 1998, successive NT Governments have 
systematically abandoned and attempted to close the remaining bilingual 
school programs using unreliable and unanalysed data to show their 
under-performance (Devlin, 2011). Over the intervening decade to 2008, 
the rebranded Two Way programs suffered from neglect and 
marginalisation. The NT DoE began dismantling its ESL training program 
and integrated the ESL support and advisory positions with the 
Indigenous Language Speaking Student program, which focuses primarily 
on English oracy.  
Over the period from 1998 to 2008, many bilingual programs were 
closed down at the request of school principals (Simpson, Caffrey & 
McConvell, 2009). In 1998, twenty-one Government bilingual school 
programs were operating and this was reduced to nine Government Two 
Way schools by 2008 (Hill, 2008; Devlin, 2011). After the 1998 public 
backlash that prompted the Collins (1999) Learning Lessons review, a 
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period of support for Two Way model was assured. This, however, went 
on to change, with another shift in policy based around a report on child 
abuse and neglect in NT Aboriginal communities (Devlin, 2011).  
2.3.4 The Intervention (2007 to the present) 
In June 2007, the Commonwealth Government announced the NT 
Emergency Response to the Little Children are Sacred report (Anderson & 
Wild, 2007). This Commonwealth initiative became commonly known as 
‘The Intervention’ and involved a number of controversial policies 
including: mobilising the Australian Army into Aboriginal communities, 
medical checks for children, quarantining welfare payments, compulsory 
Commonwealth acquisition of community leases and changing the 
Aboriginal land entry permit system (Skelton, 2010). Against this wider 
political backdrop, other local political factors had already begun to 
impact on communities during this period, for example the amalgamation 
of Aboriginal Community Councils into larger regional Shires (Holcombe, 
2004). This period involved dramatic social, economic and political 
changes for all Aboriginal peoples in the NT. 
Returning to bilingual education, the turning point for ‘Two Way’ 
programs came on October 14th, 2008, with a sudden change in policy 
direction by the NT Minister for Education announcing the ‘First four 
hours in English’ policy. This policy was a reaction to the comparatively 
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lower results for NT students in the newly established NAPLAN regime. 
The policy mandated that the language of instruction in all schools for the 
first four hours was to be English (Devlin, 2011).  
The introduction of this policy signalled the demise of bilingual 
programs in favour of an approach that is said to equally value English 
and the explicit teaching of Indigenous Languages and Culture (ILC). This 
approach favours English over first or home language, however in the first 
two years, schools must also use the child’s home language to support 
their learning. This approach requires schools to work with their local 
communities to develop ILC programs, blending a focus on English 
language learning with local languages, experiences and culture (NT DET, 
2010d). 
To conclude, prior to the 1950s, education for Aboriginal people in 
the NT was primarily the preserve of Christian missions. Between 1950 
and 1955, the Commonwealth and the NT Government shared 
responsibility for education with the NT assuming sole responsibility for 
Aboriginal education in 1955. By 1963 there were at least eleven 
Aboriginal schools opened in remote communities and in 1964, the Watts 
and Gallacher report was released. This report signalled a change in 
approach in education from English only instruction to a bilingual model 
that used vernacular literacy as a bridge to English literacy. In the early 
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1970s, this bilingual model was adopted by the Commonwealth 
Government and by 2008, this approach was no longer favoured.  
From the 1970s onwards, there have been four periods in 
Commonwealth Government policies that have further affected the 
Aboriginal people of the NT. The first was the homelands movement and 
self-determination period of Labor policies in the early 1970s. Within this 
period, many Aboriginal people moved back to their traditional lands 
leaving Government established settlements or communities. Second was 
the self-management period of Liberal policies from the mid 1970s to the 
mid 1980s. This period was characterised by the establishment of local and 
regional Aboriginal run elected bodies that oversaw the management of 
Aboriginal homeland communities. Third was the self-government period 
of Labor policies from the mid 1980s to the late 1990s, which saw the 
establishment of nationally elected Aboriginal peoples to the Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Commission (ATSIC) that was responsible for 
the allocation of funding and projects to the Aboriginal peoples. Fourth 
and finally was the interventionist period of Liberal and Labor policies, 
which began in 2007 and continues to the present day. This final period 
has been characterised by the abolition of the ATSIC, the dismantling of 
Aboriginal autonomy in the homeland communities and the suspension of 
the Commonwealth Racial Discrimination Act as it pertains to Aboriginal 
  
49 
 
people (Skelton, 2010) and its later restoration under the 2010 Welfare 
Reform Act (Schokman, 2012). 
In 2007, the then Federal Coalition Government initiated an 
‘Emergency Response’ that required an immediate ‘Intervention’ into the 
Aboriginal Communities in the NT. The original political and social 
concerns have now evolved into a complex control network that covers all 
aspects of life for Aboriginal peoples in the NT. Once public interest 
waned, ‘The Intervention’ was politically rebranded and became known as 
‘Closing the Gap’. After a period of five years, the review of the 
effectiveness of the policies associated with ‘The Intervention’ and the 
‘Closing the Gap’ programs suggested they were not as effective as had 
been hoped by the Federal Government (Schokman, 2012; Tout, 2012).  
In response, the Federal Government re-worked, rebranded and 
extended the powers and policies affecting Aboriginal Communities in the 
NT metamorphosing the ‘Closing the Gap’ program into the ten-year 
‘Stronger Futures’ legislative program in 2012. The ‘Stronger Futures’ 
policies and program once again extended Federal Government power 
over Aboriginal people in the NT and included the establishment of the 
School Enrolment and Attendance Measure (SEAM), which saw the 
establishment of a large division of School Attendance and Truancy 
Officers (SATO) into the NT DoE (Schokman, 2012). Under SEAM, the 
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SATO team were granted powers that compelled parents to attend 
compulsory meetings regarding student attendance. The team was also 
given discretion to issue monetary fines related to any ongoing truancy of 
children.  
The current ten year Stronger Futures program began in 2012 and like 
its previous incarnations, it has been widely criticised. Critiques have 
centred around the public relations style narrative discourse of these 
programs (Furlong, 2012), as well as concerns about the lack of 
consultation with Aboriginal people (Manderson, 2012), and human rights 
concerns about the extension of Federal powers over school attendance, 
social security payments, restrictions on customary law practices, store 
licensing, compulsory acquisition of community and town camp leases 
and restrictions on liquor and pornography (Bielefeld, 2014; Marks, 2012; 
Schokman, 2012; Tout, 2012). The political and social maelstroms that 
surround Aboriginal Communities in the NT through the application of 
the ‘Stronger Futures’ legislative programs and initiatives will continue as 
they are implemented, reviewed and adapted. 
The tumultuousness within the political and social landscape of 
Aboriginal Communities in the NT has percolated into education through 
Commonwealth and Local Government initiatives and policies. The 2013 
to 2015 Creating Success Together revised strategic plan of the NT DoE (NT 
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DoE, 2014) reflects Commonwealth and local political projects instigated 
under Stronger Futures and delivered through this strategic plan. 
Embedded within this revised document is a ten year plan based around 
Wilson’s (2014) recommendations arising from his A Share in the Future: 
The review of Indigenous education in the Northern Territory.  
These two documents (Creating Success Together and A Share in the 
Future) signal immense and significant corporate and systemic changes in 
education in the NT. Amongst the many initiatives that align the agendas 
of the Federal and Local Government with the NT DoE are reforms to the 
NT Education Act, the introduction of school autonomy and global school 
budgets, the introduction of independent public schools and the 
development and implementation of the Indigenous Education Strategy 
(IES). The IES is the NT DoE’s ten year planned response to Wilson’s 
(2014) review of education in the NT (NT DoE, 2014). The systemic 
changes signalled in the IES from 2015 to 2024 that are taken from 
Wilson’s (2014) review were released to the public on May 1st 2015 in A 
Share in the Future - Indigenous Education Strategy 2015 to 2024 (NT DoE, 
2015). This document is divided into five discrete elements and from 
these, only the second Essentials element is directly related to the language 
focus of this study. There are two primary goals within the Essentials 
element, which are quality evidence-based programs and Territory-wide 
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benchmarks for assessments (NT DoE, 2015). There are five identified 
Actions to meet the two Goals within the Essentials element (NT DoE, 2015)  
It is essential to limit the scope of the discussion on Wilson’s (2014) 
review to areas that specifically relate to the area of focus of this study, 
namely the early years of schooling and the development of oral English 
language. This limitation is required due to the breadth of 
recommendations arising from Wilson’s (2014) review of education in the 
NT. The review acknowledges that oral English language is one of the key 
factors to early and later literacy for all early learners. The review also 
makes a number of specific recommendations that encompass a wide 
range of components for literacy that begin in preschool and carry on into 
the primary school arena.  
Briefly, Wilson (2014) cites a need for clear phonological and 
phonemic profiles and assessments for first language and ESL in preschool 
and primary school. Next, the review remarks that English must be the 
language for the delivery of the curriculum and it encourages the NT DoE 
to undertake initial research to ensure that teaching programs and 
assessment instruments are effective with remote Aboriginal students. 
Further, it recommends that the DoE should establish NT-wide age 
benchmarks for reading, phonemic awareness and sight words and 
provide avenues for reporting against those benchmarks to monitor school 
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effectiveness and program efficacy. It then suggests that the Sutherland 
Phonological Awareness Test (SPAT-R), the Groote Eyland English 
Phonological Assessment Test (GEEPAT) and Direct Instruction (DI) 
should be adopted across the NT and be adapted as required for local 
contexts.  
The recommendations arising from Wilson’s (2014) review that 
directly relate to literacy in the early years of schooling are extensive. 
When the recommendations by Wilson (2014) are combined with other 
systemic assessment measures adopted by the NT DoE since 2007, it can 
be suggested that there is now an abundance of system-level data being 
collected in NT DoE schools. There have been two significant programs 
rolled into the NT over this time. The first was a Federal Government 
initiative that saw the adoption of a mandated curriculum throughout 
Australia – the AC. The second was the implementation of ‘Visible 
Learning’, which is an evidence-based program based around meta-
analyses on best practice conducted by John Hattie (2013). 
In 2012, the rollout of the AC and associated syllabi, profiles and 
assessments was in full swing. Following this, in 2013, the Visible 
Learning program was rolled out across Central Australia, with the rest of 
the NT following from 2015. The Visible Learning program involves the 
systematic biannual collection of reading and maths data across all 
  
54 
 
primary age grades (Year One to Year Seven) to determine the effect size 
of learning and learners. The Visible Learning program adopted the 
Primary Assessment Test – Reading (PAT-R) and Primary Assessment 
Test – Maths (PAT-M) as the assessment protocols to determine effect size 
for all students from Year One to Year Seven.  
The PAT-R and PAT-M assessments are two off-the-shelf 
mainstream assessment protocols that are intended to complement the 
proposed 2015 rollout of two more off-the-shelf products, the SPAT-R and 
GEEPAT. Since 2012, there has been expansion of mandated system-wide 
data collection within the very remote Aboriginal classrooms of the NT. 
Presently, system-wide data is collected and reported on with the PAT-R; 
PAT-M, the Assessment of Student Competencies (ASC); the Diagnostic 
Net T-2 Continua (reading, writing, oral language, and numeracy), the 
NTCF ESL levels and elements and all implemented aspects of the AC. 
In conclusion, since 2007 with the ‘Intervention’ into NT Aboriginal 
communities, the DoE began to introduce a number of system level 
mandated data and assessment measures to comply with newly 
established Federal and Local Government initiatives. These initiatives are 
designed to methodically collect attendance and performance data on 
students for reporting purposes for Local and Federal Authorities. System 
level demands for data have dramatically increased into a torrent in the 
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NT. Currently, the education and political systems in the NT are in the 
process of developing responses to the latest NT Indigenous Education 
Review by Wilson (2014) and its recommendations through the 
implementation of the partially disclosed proposals in the ten-year 
strategic plan for IES. 
2.3 History of Pintupi/Luritja Schools 
Having outlined the past and current broad contexts for language 
practices and policies in NT schools, and in Central Australia, the next 
section turns specifically to the four very remote schools that are the focus 
of this study. It begins by outlining the histories of the four schools and 
communities where the data for this study were collected. This helps to 
build a socio-cultural understanding of the contextual nuances of these 
communities.   
Chronicling the history of Pintupi/Luritja schools in the communities 
of Ikuntji, Warumpi, Watiyawanu and Walungurru proved more difficult 
than anticipated. Official documentation was sparse and fragmented, with 
unofficial or oral histories similarly largely undocumented. This was 
compounded with conflicting information from the scarce reports and 
statistics available that were cited by secondary sources. This history of the 
four remote community schools relies on a combination of primary and 
secondary sources. The primary sources are interviews with teachers 
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based at Warumpi during the early 1970s and the secondary sources are 
journal articles, papers and theses. Despite repeated Departmental and 
database searches it is evident that much of the short history of these 
schools remains elusive. 
2.3.2 Ngalyarra Kuulakutu (Come to school) 1960 to 1974 
Many remote Aboriginal schools in Central Australia have a “short 
history” determined by the “regional nuance” of their “contact and 
exposure” to Western Europeans. Papunya School opened in 1960 and 
instruction was in English only until the mid 1980s. Descriptions of 
Papunya during the 1960s and early 1970s portray a dispirited desolation 
and during this period, few of the Pintupi children living in Papunya 
bothered with school. During the 1970s, mobile schools were started as the 
Pintupi/Luritja began leaving Papunya to return to their country (Kral, 
2007, pp.6-7).      
2.3.3 Ngurralakutu Ananyi (Going home) 
Mobile Schools and Outstations 1974 to 1985  
Beginning in the early 1970s, a number of mobile outstation schools 
began to operate and service the growth of Pintupi/Luritja outstation 
settlements in the Western Desert region of Central Australia. With a 
surge of Pintupi/Luritja people returning to country in the 1970s, 
dedicated mobile schools began to operate in the established outstations. 
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These mobile schools were generally staffed with an Indigenous assistant 
teacher and non-Indigenous teacher, although there were exceptions. 
Mobile schools were divided into two types depending on the distance 
from Papunya to the outstation. Outstations close to Papunya would have 
daily visits, while other outstations further afield would have weekly 
visits with teachers leaving Papunya on the Monday morning and 
returning to Papunya on the Friday. Outstation schools could be mulga 
framed tin huts (Amunturrngu and Walungurru), caravans (Haasts Bluff) 
or tents. Between 1974 and 1982, there were at least seven Pintupi/Luritja 
outstations established: Yayayi (1974), Lampara (1974), Amunturrngu 
(1979), Inyilingi (1980), New Bore (1980), Yanytjakatjarra (Warren Creek) 
(1980) and Walungurru (1980). 
 
Figure 2.1. Map of Pintupi/Luritja communities (Hansen & Luritja people, 2011, pp. 18-19). 
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Yayayi (the northernmost town on the map in Figure 2.1) and 
Lampara (15km North-East of Yayayi) were the first two outstations to 
have mobile schools operating in 1974. By the end of 1976, Lampara 
outstation had dissolved due to a series of deaths. By 1979, an intermittent 
mobile school had begun at Amunturrngu outstation and 1980 saw a 
flurry of mobile schools following the Pintupi/Luritja as they exited 
Papunya and returned to outstations in their country. Throughout 1980, 
outstations and mobile schools had been established again at Lampara, as 
well as Inyilingi, New Bore, Yanytjakatjarra (Warren Creek) and 
Walungurru. 
Lampara outstation was serviced by two teachers and two local 
assistant teachers in early 1980. Teachers and assistant teachers travelled 
out each day from Papunya, picking up Pintupi children from the West 
camp at Papunya who would not go to Papunya School. In mid 1980, 
Pintupi people moved to Inyilingi and a teacher and assistant shifted from 
Lampara to cover Inyilingi. By the end of 1980, Pintupi people had 
established New Bore outstation and the teacher and assistant shifted 
again, moving between the two outstations of New Bore and Inyilingi.  At 
the end of 1980, Pintupi people also moved to Yanytjakatjarra (Warren 
Creek) and a mobile school was opened there.  
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By the beginning of 1981, a teacher and assistant teacher operated a 
mobile school between the outstations of Yanytjakatjarra (Warren Creek), 
New Bore and Inyilingi, although New Bore was the main focus for 
schooling. To summarise, one teaching group (teacher and assistant 
teacher) operated a mobile school at Lampara outstation from 1980 and 
the other teaching group was operating one mobile school for three 
outstations (Yanytjakatjarra or Warren Creek, New Bore and Inyilingi). 
From 1979, Amunturrngu was operating as an intermittent 
outstation school with a teacher and assistant teacher. Depending on 
where the people and children were, these two teachers and assistant 
teachers would sometimes work together. In late 1981, one of these 
teachers and their assistant teacher opened a school at Walungurru, which 
was a rough bush shelter. In 1982, they were joined by another teacher and 
assistant teacher. Later that year, a female assistant teacher joined them, 
making a teaching group of five people at Walungurru. 
Sometime in 1981, after the teacher left Amunturrngu for 
Walungurru, and the beginning of 1982, a new visiting outstation teacher 
was temporarily at Amunturrngu. From the beginning of 1982 to the end 
of 1984, Amunturrngu had one visiting mobile teacher who worked with 
two assistant teachers over this period. The teacher would travel from 
Papunya to Amunturrngu at the start of each week and spend the week. 
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In early 1982, this teacher constructed a bush school made of a mulga 
frame and corrugated iron clad bough shelter and, in 1985, a three metre 
by ten-metre school building was scheduled for construction by the 
Government. However the construction date of this school cannot be 
confirmed and photographic evidence at Watiyawanu Kuula in 
Amunturrngu indicates that a ‘silver bullet’, which is the colloquial term 
for a mobile classroom caravan, was situated in the community. This 
photographic evidence indicates that a permanent school structure was 
not built until the early to mid 1990s.  
The ‘silver bullet’ mobile caravan schools were first rolled out into 
the NT in 1965 during the Welfare Branch’s administration period. This 
mobile model was introduced into the NT by the then Director of Welfare, 
Harry Giese, and was replicated from an American education program 
responding to the remoteness and mobility of the Navajo peoples that 
Giese read about in an article in the March 1960 issue of the UNESCO 
Courier. This article was a review of an American education initiative and 
it prompted him to write to the Bureau of Indian Affairs in Washington 
DC about this program.  
This mobile caravan solution to bring education to people in remote 
areas was seen by the Americans as being a temporary solution. However 
this solution was less than temporary in the Australian context of the NT 
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and lasted almost 30 years in the Central Desert region of Australia. The 
first ‘silver bullet’ arrived at Napperby Station in 1965, and others were 
rolled out in communities, stations and outstations throughout Central 
Australia from this time. There are no confirmed dates on when these 
‘silver bullets’ were finally de-commissioned as classrooms in the NT but 
photographic evidence at Watiyawanu Kuula in Amunturrngu suggests 
that they were still in use in the early 1990s, as they were at Utopia in 1992 
after arriving there as a temporary solution in 1969 (Richardson, 2001).  
2.3.4 Kala (Conclusion) 
All of the Pintupi/Luritja outstation and community schools were 
bilingual. The only non-bilingual Pintupi/Luritja school during this period 
from 1960 was at Warumpi [Papunya] (Burns, 1984; K. Hansen, personal 
communication, August 15, 2010; J. Hulcombe, personal communication, 
September 19, 2010).  
From these primary sources, it is clear that prior to the establishment 
of official bilingual Pintupi/Luritja schools, many of the mobile 
Pintupi/Luritja schools operated bilingual/bicultural programs. Official 
Departmental documents show that the four main Pintupi/Luritja 
communities had bilingual programs at Ikuntji (Haasts Bluff) from 1981 to 
1998; at Warumpi (Papunya) from 1984 to 2006; at Amunturrngu 
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/Watiyawanu (Mt. Liebig) from 1987 to 1998 and at Walungurru (Kintore) 
from 1983 to 1998 (NT DET, 2010b).  
Other sources show that Watiyawanu had a bilingual school from 
1981 to 1990 and Mt. Liebig had one from 1987 to 1998, yet they are one 
and the same place. The bilingual program at Ikuntji (Haasts Bluff) began 
in 1976 and lasted until 1992. Walungurru’s (Kintore) program began in 
1983 and finally, Warumpi’s (Papunya) program started in 1984 because of 
community agitation (Devlin, 2011, p.5).  
It is difficult to precisely identify the dates for many aspects of 
schooling in the Central Western Desert, from the construction of 
infrastructure to the commencement and ending of bilingual programs. 
There are too many gaps and inconsistencies in written Government 
records and the on-site local knowledge relies on oral histories from 
people from that period. What can be said is that for a prolonged period 
from the first early mobile days, three of the four schools were bilingual 
until at least 1998 when they ceased their bilingual programs (Ikuntji, 
Watiyawanu and Walungurru). The largest school, Warumpi (Papunya), 
initially operated as a bilingual resource centre and hub for the other 
schools from 1984 until their respective bilingual programs ended and 
Warumpi continued to operate its bilingual program until it ended in 
2006.  
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It has been documented that the first official Government school to 
open for the Pintupi/Luritja was Papunya in 1960, where instruction was 
in English only until 1984 when a bilingual program was started. The first 
mention of a school at Ikuntji is in 1976, with the start of a bilingual 
program. Watiyawanu Kuula began sporadic operation in 1979 and 
operated as a bilingual school until 1998. In 1985, Watiyawanu Kuula was 
scheduled to have infrastructure built, however it has proven difficult to 
confirm this date. Photographic evidence at the school from 1995 shows 
that this is when two cinder block buildings were constructed and prior to 
this a ‘silver bullet’ caravan classroom and accommodation was in use at 
this site. Walungurru School opened in 1981 and, by 1983, had a teaching 
staff of five running a bilingual program. In 1986, school infrastructure 
was provided by the Territory Government at this site.  
To conclude, it can be noted that there have been three stages in 
approaches to education in the NT and the four Pintupi/Luritja 
communities. The first stage was from 1960 to 1973, when all instruction 
was in English only. The second stage was from 1973 to 1998, when 
instruction was bilingual. The third stage was from 1998 to 2010, when 
instruction was mandated to be in English, with some scope for support in 
first language with provisions. The third and current stage proposes that 
schools blend an ILC program within an ESL approach, and English must 
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be the primary language of instruction. Within this current ESL – ILC 
paradigm, NT DoE remote schools must follow the first four hours policy, 
yet they may also support the early year’s student in their home language. 
This ESL – ILC context requires remote schools to develop practices that 
engage their local communities and develop ILC programs that meet NT 
DoE ILC curriculum guidelines and policies. 
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Vignette 3: Community. I like the spot 
I’m at Amunturrngu / Watiyawanu. I 
like the people, the kids, the 
community, and the lifestyle, even the 
strangeness. Amunturrngu is the local 
name for the nearest mountain range 
and Watiyawanu is another nearby 
local place name. Amunturrngu is a 
small community with a fluid population that ranges from 100 to 400 depending on 
cultural and community events. There is a 2 teacher school, a 2 nurse clinic, a small 
outback store that supplies fuel, a child 
care centre, shire services centre and an 
aged care facility. 
Watiyawanu is a primary school 
with a preschool. There are two multi-
year level primary classrooms. Junior 
primary (Kindergarten to year 3) and 
senior primary (year 4 to year 6). The 
preschool operates for 3 hours each day for five children that must be 4 years old. The 
preschool is run by one Aboriginal Assistant Teacher (AT) and she gets support from a 
mobile teacher qualified in early childhood. This support comes in the form of three 2-
day visits over a school term. The other two classes each have a full time teacher and 
part time Aboriginal AT. 
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If you treat them 
well, your ATs are the 
backbone of the school. 
They belong; you’re on 
a contract. They are 
your hooks into the 
community and, more 
importantly, into what is going on at school, in the class and between children. Mostly 
the teachers that arrive out bush with regularity are the ones that are a little like 
tourists – they come to ‘engage’ and ‘experience’ very remote Aboriginal Australia. 
They don’t stay; they’re just passing through, looking for an experience. I shouldn’t 
comment. I came for a 10 week ‘adventure’ then quickly realised that this was where I 
was meant to be, where I could make a real difference.  Anyway, there is no formula to 
tourist teachers: young, single, mature, divorced, kids, no kids, new graduates, 
retirees. They come, they comment and remark about difficulties in the class, in the 
communities, with parents, families, the system and then they depart.  
The very remote classroom has a fluid population with children either being visitors 
from other communities, regular attenders or poor attenders. It is the visiting and poor 
attenders who disrupt the learning of others and 
your class size may regularly swell and shrink over 
a week. Teachers quickly learn to manage 
behavioural and classroom issues through a 
heightened cultural sensitivity. These practical 
solutions usually involve clear class routines with 
high expectations for the children. The development 
of practical solutions to challenging issues is 
paramount for the smooth operation of your 
classroom. Lateness is an issue for all remote 
teachers, as children trickle to school. Especially in 
the cooler months. How does a teacher deal with chronic lateness for the majority of 
children? How does this affect their program? How do they adapt?  
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Chapter 3 - Review of relevant literature 
 
This study involves examining two substantial academic disciplines 
– education and linguistics. Within these two broad fields, specific and 
specialised areas of inquiry are relevant to this particular study. Within 
the field of education, the areas include: language, ESL and remote 
Aboriginal education. Within the field of linguistics, the areas include first 
and second language acquisition. The combination of these two academic 
fields results in a substantial amount of literature. From this considerable 
literature base, these relevant areas have been identified. 
3.1 Developmental profiles of language 
3.2 Grammatical morpheme order studies 
The literature review has been divided into two sections. The first 
section will detail research findings on the stages, sequences or profiles of 
development for language; the second section will detail the grammatical 
morpheme order studies. The discussion will now turn towards 
examining the developmental profiles of language acquisition.    
3.1 Developmental profiles of language 
This section has been divided into two areas in the development of 
language. The first area includes studies of the developmental profiles or 
patterns of first language that relate to the notion of a universal rank 
ordering in the acquisition of grammatical morphemes. The second area 
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examines the developmental profiles of the universal rank ordering of 
grammatical morphemes from an ESL perspective. This section of the 
review will begin with a discussion of the overall acquisition of language 
or the panoramic perspective of language development and will then 
examine specific linguistic systems within language development. From 
the overall perspective, the broad developmental general patterns of first 
and second language development are discussed. This will be followed by 
a discussion of studies that focus on the separate elements that comprise 
language development, hence offering a counter viewpoint to the 
panoramic view of language research. Studies within this framework 
demonstrate that within the broad generalities of language development, 
there are discrete and individual nuances unique to individual language 
learner groups. This section will outline some of these nuances in second 
language development. The primary area of focus within this section 
pertains to the main area under investigation within this project, ESL/EFL 
studies that examine the phenomenon of grammatical morpheme 
development and progression. 
3.1.1 The panoramic view of language development 
 
It is generally accepted and acknowledged in education and 
linguistics that many commonalities in language development exist and 
that they appear to transcend ethnicity, with similar developmental 
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profiles for a range of specific language characteristics emerging from a 
broad range of first language learners (Lightbrown & Spada, 2013).  
From the 1960s, an empirical tradition of research developing theory 
began and these early observational studies were attempts to identify the 
common patterns in the first language development of children. These 
early studies revealed a developmental progression in grammatical 
development (Slobin, 1970), the acquisition of grammatical morphemes 
(Brown, 1973; De Villiers & De Villiers, 1973), the grammatical features of 
word stages (Crystal, 1976) and language types at home and school (Wells, 
1985).  
The most constant and common finding from these early studies was 
that children from a range of first language backgrounds appear to follow 
predictable patterns of development in both the overall acquisition of 
language and with specific linguistic systems within language (Ellis, 2009). 
The overall acquisition refers to the panoramic perspective of language 
and specific linguistic systems are the mechanics of language or particular 
linguistic items that include grammatical morphemes.  
The overall acquisition patterns are the broad and general categories 
of language development that appear to transcend ethnic and linguistic 
backgrounds. These broad acquisition patterns are typically manifested by 
all children in acquiring any language. Further, these broad panoramic 
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developmental patterns appear as children begin to learn speaking a 
language. For example, whatever the language being learnt, children first 
use one-word utterances that have been hypothesised to operate as 
holophrases (Ellis, 2009). The holophrase hypothesis proposes that in the 
early stages of language development, children use a single word instead 
of a complete sentence and that they imply whole sentences with one 
word (Santrock, 1995). Increasingly, children replace and extend their 
utterances, moving through developmental stages that relate to the use 
and production of words. They begin in the one word stage, moving into 
the two-word stage of word combinations, progressing into the three-
word stage, then to the four word and five word stages. As they move 
through these word stages, children are steadily gaining the syntactic and 
morphological rules of language (Ellis, 2009).  
Within the panoramic perspective of language development, there 
are commonalities in the general development of a second language and 
this is demonstrated by the appearance of other broad developmental 
patterns in the second language acquisition process. Within the early 
stages of acquiring a second language in naturalistic settings, a number of 
characteristics have been found across and between differing second 
language learners. These broad and generalised panoramic patterns in the 
early stages of second language learning include the silent period, 
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formulaic sequences and structural and semantic simplification. It has 
been observed that many, but not all, learners of a second or additional 
language opt for a period of silent observation during their contact and 
immersion in the second language before beginning to speak it and this 
has been called the ‘silent period’. Formulaic sequences are learnt phrases 
or speech chunks that are stable and expected, usually identified as being 
speech prefabricated routines and patterns, like greetings and farewells. 
Whilst structural and semantic simplification is speech that has been 
pared back and omits the structural aspect (the grammatical morphemes 
or functors) like articles, plural, past tense, and content words (the 
semantic simplification) like nouns, verbs and adjectives (Ellis, 2009). 
3.1.2 The mechanics of language development 
 
This perspective of language development can be described as the 
specific linguistic systems within a language and one specific system 
within language are the morphemes. Morphemes can be broadly 
categorised into two main types: lexical and grammatical. Lexical 
morphemes are those that impart meaning by themselves (they have 
sense). Whereas grammatical morphemes identify a relationship between 
morphemes. For example, nouns and verbs are typically lexical as they 
express meaning on their own, whilst prepositions and articles are 
  
72 
 
grammatical as they can only express their meaning when they are paired 
with another linguistic item (Duqusune University, 2016). 
This study is concerned with the acquisition of one aspect of the 
English linguistic system – grammatical morphemes. A grammatical 
morpheme is defined by linguists as the “minimal unit of meaning” 
(Johnson & Johnson, 1998, p. 217, cited by Kwon, 2005, p. 1), and linguists 
concerned with ranking the order of acquisition are solely concerned with 
grammatical morphemes or functors (Kwon, 2005). 
A functor was described by Brown (1973) as a non-referential form of 
language and is one of two types of word classes, the other being 
contentives. Differentiating these two types, Brown (1973) states that: 
Contentives are the nouns, verbs, and adjectives and some, but not 
all, make concrete reference to persons, objects, actions, and qualities. 
The word classes or “parts of speech” involved have very many 
members and readily admit new members. Functors are forms that 
do not, in any simple way, make reference. They mark grammatical 
structures and carry subtle modulatory meanings. The word classes 
or parts of speech involved (inflections, auxiliary verbs, articles, 
prepositions, and conjunctions) all have few members and do not 
readily admit new members. (p. 75).  
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Within this thesis, the terms functor and grammatical morpheme are 
both employed in their historical context, although the latter became more 
commonly used in later studies and this is reflected throughout this 
review. A grammatical morpheme or functor is generally described as the 
smallest piece of language that can have meaning attached to it and it can 
be a word or a grammatical unit such as the plural –s or the past –ed as in 
the English language. Thus, morphemes are the smallest meaningful units 
of words and they can also be categorised as free or bound (Kuczaj, 1999). 
Free morphemes include words like: are, the, in, and, is, and at; bound 
morphemes include grammatical markers like tense and aspect (-ed, -ing, 
and -s). For example, cat is one morpheme and cats is two morphemes ‘cat’ 
and ‘s’. Similarly, swim is one morpheme and swimming is two morphemes 
‘swim’ and ‘ing’, and jump is one morpheme and jumped is two morphemes 
‘jump’ and ‘ed’.  
3.2 Grammatical morpheme order studies 
The studies examining grammatical morpheme acquisition order 
with young language learners can be separated into two distinct periods 
and areas of investigation. They began in the 1970s with first language 
investigations into the phenomenon of an order of acquisition for 
grammatical morphemes. This expanded in the 1970s and 1980s and the 
focus shifted to second language studies of this phenomenon. In the late 
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1990s, interest in second language morpheme acquisition order studies 
resurfaced and they continue to be investigated from a variety of different 
first language backgrounds (Ellis, 2009).  
Briefly, after an initial flurry of studies starting in the 1970s that 
began with English first language speakers, researchers began to focus on 
ESL learners and this continued into the early 1980s. For most of the 1980s 
and into the early 1990s, there was a dramatic reduction in interest and 
focus of research on the proposition of an order in the progression or 
sequence in the acquisition of grammatical morphemes. After the 1980s, 
researchers switched attention from a description of the natural order to 
an explanation of the natural order. This descriptive research attempts to 
understand the mastery of specific grammatical items singularly or one at 
a time. From the late 1990s until the present day, there has been a renewed 
interest in the proposition of a natural order of acquisition for grammatical 
morphemes for ESL learners (Ellis, 2009; Kwon, 2005).  
The following section will outline the first and early period, where 
the focus was on English first language learners in the early 1970s. Studies 
during this period included Brown (1973) and DeVilliers and DeVilliers 
(1973), who looked at grammatical morpheme order sequences. A study 
by James and Kahn (1982) questioning the invariancy of the proposal of 
English first language speakers’ order of acquisition will also be covered 
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in this section. This will be followed by the early ESL morpheme order 
sequence studies of Dulay and Burt (1973, 1974), Rosansky (1976), Hakuta 
(1976), Wode, Bahns, Bedy and Frank (1978) and Dulay, Burt and Krashen 
(1982). 
3.2.1 English as a first language grammatical morpheme order 
studies 
 
Grammatical morpheme order studies are tracked back to Brown’s 
(1973) influential longitudinal study of language development that 
followed three child participants with English as their first language and 
outlined an order in the acquisition of English morphemes. This study was 
quickly followed with a cross-sectional study by De Villiers and De 
Villiers (1973), which examined twenty-one children (Kwon, 2005). These 
two early studies on English first language speakers established the notion 
of a fixed order of acquisition. A later study by James and Kahn (1982) lent 
some support to this proposition, yet noticed some significant divergence. 
These three English as first language grammatical morpheme order 
studies will now be discussed. 
Roger Brown (1973) first observed and reported on an acquisition 
order for fourteen grammatical morphemes by children learning English 
as their first language. Brown’s (1973) longitudinal study of three child 
subjects is recognised as the start of the grammatical morpheme order 
studies. In this study, Brown (1973) revealed a fixed order in the 
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developmental progression of fourteen grammatical morphemes or 
functors for English as a first language. Brown (1973) noticed that, despite 
age or rate of appearance and regardless of the topics covered in the 
spontaneous speech of the three subjects, there appeared to be a ranked 
order in the usage or appearance of certain grammatical morphemes or 
functors. The sequence or ranking of the 14 grammatical morphemes or 
functors revealed by Brown (1973) are shown in table 3.1. 
 Table 3.1 Brown’s (1973) Ranked order of acquisition (p.281) 
Order  Morpheme  Example  
1 Present progressive  Verb + ing 
2/3 In / on  
4 Plural  Noun + s 
5 Past irregular Ran, saw, went 
6 Possessives  -‘s 
7 Uncontractible copula   is, am, are, was 
8 Articles  a, the 
9 Past irregular  Verb + -ed  
10 Third person regular Verb + -s 
11 Third person irregular does, has 
12 Uncontractible auxiliary is, am, are, was 
13 Contractible copula I’m, she’s, they’re 
14 Contractible auxiliary I’m going 
 
The language of the three children within Brown’s (1973) discussion 
was described as “telegraphic speech” (p.74), and this term was coined to 
portray the nature or form of children’s early language as it progresses 
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into a complete and whole adult-like structure. It was noticed by Brown 
(1973) that a “curious fact is that the sentences the child makes are like 
adult telegrams, in that they are largely made up of nouns and verbs (with 
a few adjectives and adverbs) and in that they generally do not use 
prepositions, conjunctions, articles, or auxiliary verbs” (p.75). 
Brown (1973) outlined five stages of telegraphic speech depending 
on the MLU. The method for determining a child’s MLU involved an 
analysis of a sample of 100 utterances, from which the number of 
morphemes contained within each sample was calculated to arrive at a 
statistical average across these samples. Brown (1973) developed a method 
for coding and scoring grammatical functors or morphemes with the 
notion of suppliance in obligatory contexts (SOC). Grammatical 
morphemes could be tallied and scored in terms of both the number 
produced and where they were not produced but were required. This 
coding and scoring method became the standard in selecting the 
grammatical morphemes for examination and for their scoring. Notably, 
the idea of SOC became the standardised benchmark for all grammatical 
morpheme order studies and quickly became a quantified measurement of 
their acquisition (Kwon, 2005).   
Brown’s (1973) fourteen grammatical morphemes for learners of 
English as a first language are listed below:  
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1st – is the present progressive ing, which should be scored without 
segregation of the “auxiliary” [p. 260].  
2nd/3rd – The second and third are the past, which is segmented into 
“regular and irregular” forms as they “constitute partially distinct 
learning problems, and so there was a reason to tally them 
separately” [p. 260].  
4th/5th – is the third person singular present indicative “regular and 
irregular” as they also “constitute partially distinct learning 
problems” [p. 260].  
6th –  are plurals and although there are regular and irregular forms, 
it was noted that the irregular forms are infrequent and are excluded 
with only regular plurals being tallied and scored.  
7th – is the possessive and is scored similar to plurals as they also 
have “phonologically conditioned allomorphs” which are not tallied 
separately [p. 262].  
8th/9th – are the prepositions in and on respectively, which are tallied 
separately.  
10th – are articles, which are limited to the and a but are not tallied 
separately. 
11th/12th/13th/14th – are the forms of the verb be, the contractible 
copula, the contractible auxiliary, the uncontractible copula and the 
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uncontractible auxiliary respectively. The verb be has four 
allomorphs, the infinitive and three present tense forms, am, is and 
are, and they are governed by grammar rather than phonology. 
Brown (1973) remarks that “the be forms are used as main verbs (the 
so called copula) and also as auxiliaries of the progressive” [p. 264]. 
  
Brown (1973) was the first to reveal a fixed and ranked sequence for 
English first-language speakers in the acquisition of grammatical 
morphemes in his longitudinal study of three child subjects. Whilst Brown 
(1973) was still in press, two colleagues from the same institution of 
Harvard University, De Villiers and De Villiers (1973), carried out a cross-
sectional study that examined a larger sample of children over a shorter 
period of time. This study was carried out to verify and support the 
findings by Brown (1973). 
The study by De Villiers and De Villiers (1973) theorised that the 
combination of a subject’s age and MLU would predict which morphemes 
were acquired and when they would appear. The study included twenty-
one English as first-language children aged between 16 to 49 months. The 
subjects had participated in a previous study with the authors, so the 
children’s data consisted of spontaneous oral samples from two 1½-hour 
play periods. This study employed the same SOC methodology developed 
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by Brown (1973) for scoring grammatical morphemes, which is where the 
presence or absence of a grammatical morpheme is scored in relation to 
whether it is used or not used in the correct context. The resulting rank 
order from the study by De Villiers and De Villiers (1973) was remarkably 
similar to Brown’s (1973). Both of these studies used the same type of 
method in collecting data by observing spontaneous speech from play 
sessions and there is no evidence that there was any overt influence to 
elicit certain morphemes during these play sessions. Consequently, the 
results from these longitudinal and cross-sectional studies provided the 
initial impetus that supported the notion of a LAD (which later became 
UG) in first language acquisition as first proposed by Chomsky in 1959.  
These two early studies became the methodological benchmark for 
later investigations and established the veracity of a fixed and ranked 
order in grammatical morpheme acquisition for English as  first language 
learners (Kwon, 2005). The findings from these two studies are credited 
with uncovering this fixed morpheme order sequence and demonstrating 
that there are discrete stages in the development of “individual 
morphemes” (Ellis, 2009, p. 70) by English as first language learners. These 
two studies are also cited as demonstrating that the pattern of this fixed 
and ranked order of acquisition is “u-shaped” (Ellis, 2009, p. 71), with 
English as a first language learners initially using the grammatical form 
  
81 
 
correctly, then for a period they using it incorrectly, and finally use it 
correctly. 
A study by James and Khan (1982) investigated the ranked order for 
fourteen grammatical morphemes in three children, two boys and one girl, 
between MLU Stage II and Stage IV/V. The boys were 21 and 22 months of 
age and the girl was 24 months at the start of the study. They collected 
spontaneous language data every two months over a nine-month period 
and each collection period involved a 60 minute recording session.  
They followed the protocols established by Brown (1973) for 
calculating the MLU and the notion of SOC, with an acquisition criterion 
that was set at ninety percent in three consecutive samples. The 
grammatical morphemes that did not reach the minimum criterion were 
analysed using the last six hours of samples to establish a mean 
percentage of correct use. A single rank for all three subjects was obtained 
following Brown’s (1973) procedure of averaging rank orders across the 
three subjects (James & Kahn, 1982).  
James and Kahn (1982) showed that there were significant 
correlations between their study and those of Brown (1973) and De Villiers 
and De Villiers (1973). They noticed that the similarities related to the first 
five grammatical morphemes and that differences in the ranked orders for 
the remaining nine grammatical morphemes showed that an “interesting 
  
82 
 
relationship” (p. 385) had emerged between the types of morphemes. They 
reported that when the fourteen morphemes were separated into noun 
and verb phrase expansions, the noun phrase expansion results from 
Brown’s (1973) study were nearly identical to their own results, and that a 
considerable divergence occurred between the two studies with the verb 
phrase expansion grammatical morphemes (p. 385). 
James and Kahn (1982) concluded that their results did not support 
the notion of a ranked and fixed order of acquisition for English as a first 
language speakers. They did, however, caution that in their study, the 
grammatical morpheme verb phrase expansions had not reached a SOC of 
90 percent and these results were based on a mean percentage of correct 
use over six hours of samples. They remarked that, consequently the 
grammatical morpheme verb phrase expansions were “based on a 
performance rather than an acquisition criterion” (p. 386). They concluded 
that future studies on these fourteen morphemes should endeavour to 
continue to collect samples until all fourteen have reached the ninety 
percent criteria level and that their study demonstrated a “need for further 
longitudinal studies...if we are to find ‘an approximate invariant’ order of 
acquisition” (p. 388). 
In conclusion, all three studies discussed, observed and reported a 
phenomenon of language development that could provide support for a 
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universal language acquisition process. The studies by Brown (1973) and 
De Villiers and DeVilliers (1973) established the premise of an invariant 
fixed and ranked order of acquisition for fourteen grammatical 
morphemes for native English speakers. The later study by James and 
Kahn (1982) found areas of convergence and divergence for these fourteen 
grammatical morphemes, noting that there were similarities for 
grammatical morpheme noun phrase expansions. Yet there were 
differences between the studies with the grammatical morpheme verb 
phrase expansions. They concluded that further research was required 
before the fixed and rank order of acquisition for these fourteen 
grammatical morphemes could be firmly established. 
The following section will entail a discussion of the fixed and ranked 
order of acquisition for grammatical morphemes from an ESL perspective. 
3.2.2 ESL grammatical morpheme order studies 
 
The studies discussed below have been selected from a large number 
of ESL grammatical morpheme order studies undertaken between 1973 
and 1991. In this period, 25 morpheme order studies from a second 
language perspective were undertaken, with subjects including children 
and adults, and varied tasks, including oral and writing tasks (Ellis, 2009). 
This section of the review focuses exclusively on studies that targeted 
children and oral language as the subject of study and is divided into four 
  
84 
 
areas. First will be the early cross-sectional studies and these will be 
followed by a discussion on the early longitudinal studies. This will be 
followed by the later second period of morpheme order studies and 
finally, a discussion of criticisms of the second language morpheme order 
studies. 
3.2.3 Early cross sectional studies 
 
The first ESL grammatical morpheme order study was by Dulay and 
Burt (1973) and this investigation initially established a fixed or ranked 
order for a sequence of acquisition for ESL. The data for this study by 
Dulay and Burt (1973) was collected prior to the conceptualisation of the 
investigation and was gathered by schools to determine and assess ESL 
development. This cross-sectional study involved 161 children from 6 to 8 
years of age and the subjects were Spanish first language speakers 
learning English as a second language from three distinct areas: two areas 
of California and one of New York (Dulay & Burt, 1973). The journal 
article for this study included two related studies; the first was on 
syntactic errors to determine developmental from first language errors 
and the second was on an order of acquisition for grammatical 
morphemes. 
The first study involved 145 Spanish-speaking five to eight year old 
children and from these speech samples, three hundred and eighty-eight 
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errors were analysed and categorised. Errors were divided into six 
syntactic structures and then classified into three types: developmental, 
first language interference and unique. The analyses suggested that “most 
of the children’s second language syntax errors in English were of a type 
made only by children learning English natively, which suggests that they 
also make use of universal language processing strategies described in L1 
research” (p.249). They concluded that most of these syntactic errors were 
“the result of developmental linguistic rules children construct to generate 
the language, rather than... first language habits” (p. 256).  
For both of these studies, Dulay and Burt (1973) used an earlier oral 
language data collection method developed by them called the Bilingual 
Syntax Measure (BSM) to capture and score the results from their study. 
The BSM comprises seven cartoon colour pictures and 33 accompanying 
questions in English and Spanish and it is designed to elicit natural speech 
rather than specific responses (Dulay & Burt, 1973). The BSM is a 
structured elicitation task that involves subjects orally responding to 
interviewer questions relating to a number of prescribed pictures. The 
pictures are specifically designed to target and extract the morphemes 
under investigation from subjects and enable researchers to score for the 
SOC that was developed by Brown (1973) for English as first language 
speakers. The BSM is a method that permits researchers to examine oral 
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language samples from ESL subjects to ascertain whether the specific 
prompts for particular morphemes are or are not then provided in the 
correct context.  
The second study they reported investigated the possibility of an ESL 
order of acquisition for grammatical morphemes. The grammatical 
structures included in this study were eleven English morphemes, 
although in these early studies, they were called “functors” and were 
selected as they are required in almost any verbal utterances consisting of 
more than one morpheme” (Dulay & Burt, 1973, p. 253). Each functor was 
then examined according to its SOC.  
Dulay and Burt (1973) altered the scoring procedure developed by 
Brown (1973), allocating one point for a correctly supplied functor, half a 
point for an incorrectly supplied functor and zero points for no supplied 
functor. The rationale for SOC is that first and second language learners of 
English “create obligatory occasions for functors in... utterances, but... may 
not furnish the required forms” (p. 254), thereby omitting them. 
Consequently, these “natural utterances” can be used to “precisely 
quantify the degree of functor acquisition... by treating each obligatory 
occasion...as a test item” (p. 254).  
The calculation for analyses was constructed using a ratio for each 
functor, the denominator was the total number of SOCs for that functor 
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across all children and the numerator was the sum of the scores for each 
SOC. This computation was followed for each functor and for each group 
of participants. Dulay and Burt (1973) reached two conclusions from this 
study. First, that there is an apparent “common order of acquisition for 
certain structures” (p. 256) for the three groups investigated. Second, the 
ESL acquisition order differs from the acquisition order for English as first 
language learners. 
A later study by Dulay and Burt (1974) confirmed the findings of 
their earlier study on a ranked acquisition order for ESL grammatical 
morphemes that showed no difference or influences by a speaker’s first 
language background. Dulay and Burt’s (1974) later study had a cross-
sectional sample that included 115 children from two distinct language 
groups of 6 to 8-year-old children. This second cross-sectional study 
included 60 Spanish first language speakers and 55 Chinese first language 
subjects, all learning English as a second language.  
This study employed oral data collected using an expanded version 
of the earlier BSM and the subjects resided in New York. Within this 
study, the BSM was limited to just the English section, however it was 
expanded to include an extra two pictures and six questions, giving this 
BSM a total of nine pictures and thirty-nine questions. It is interesting that 
the researchers do not identify the language as either Cantonese or 
  
88 
 
Mandarin, but rather use the generic term ‘Chinese’. In this study, Dulay 
and Burt (1974) found “a strong indication that universal cognitive 
mechanisms exist and that it is the L2 system, rather than the L1 system 
that guides the acquisition process” (p. 52). 
 In their second journal article on an order of acquisition for 
grammatical morphemes, Dulay and Burt (1974) altered the analytical 
method and combined three different methods to “arrive at a single 
acquisition process” (p. 43). In this second journal article, they gave 
subjects two points for correctly supplying a morpheme in a SOC, one 
point for incorrectly supplying it and zero points for not supplying it. This 
allocation of points for an incorrectly supplied grammatical morpheme in 
a SOC demonstrates a conviction that an incorrect response is closer to 
being acquired or more accurate than when no morpheme is supplied. If a 
morpheme was supplied in 90% of its SOCs, it was considered to be 
acquired.  
In this following study, Dulay and Burt (1974) used a calculation for 
a percentage of accuracy, whereby the denominator is the SOC, the 
numerator is the sum of the scores for each SOC and the resulting quotient 
is multiplied by 100. Those morphemes with higher percentage accuracy 
would then be considered to be acquired before those with lower 
percentage accuracies. The total number of SOC was analysed in three 
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different statistical ways: the Group Score Method, the Group Means 
Method, and the Syntax Acquisition Index (SAI).  
The first approach was the Group Score Method and this allowed all 
SOCs to be used in the analysis. For example, if a child had only one SOC 
supplied correctly or not for a certain morpheme, it was included in the 
calculation in the analysis. An issue with this approach noted by the 
authors is that in the process of acquisition, it is very common that a 
particular morpheme will sometimes be supplied and other times not. 
Another issue is that including all SOCs in the analyses did not account 
for individual variability or frequency, as all SOCs would be included and 
then reduced to a total percentage for the sample cohort.  
To counter this issue, the authors developed their second analytical 
approach, the Group Means Method. This approach removed from the 
scoring all of the subjects that had fewer than three SOCs for each 
morpheme. For example, if a subject had three or more SOCs for the plural 
and progressive but less than three SOCs for the past irregular, then their 
samples would be removed from the study. 
Problematically, three SOCs is a low-score threshold and allows data 
from subjects who had four SOCs of a morpheme to be compared to those 
with higher incidents of SOCs. Finally, the authors did not provide the 
actual scores or percentages of SOC in this study and so it was difficult to 
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determine the validity of the calculations that determined the final 
accuracy scores. Although this approach was adopted to counter the 
issues in the first approach, it also failed to account for the variability of 
individual frequencies in the data analyses by combining and reducing 
scores to total cohort percentages.    
The third method, the SAI, was developed for the BSM and was 
modelled on De Villiers and De Villiers’ (1973) method that focussed on 
the MLU of participants. The SAI is a ratio of a participant’s number of 
utterances and the number of corresponding grammatical forms, which is 
then ranked as a percentage. This method relies heavily on the 
researcher’s subjectivity in coding and scoring, as they would assign 
points for fully formed utterances and subtract points for developing 
utterances (Dulay & Burt, 1974). Unfortunately, the assigned value of 
points for fully formed and developing utterances are not provided in this 
study and therefore the SAI method is difficult to duplicate.   
These three approaches produced somewhat similar orders of 
acquisition for the eleven morphemes investigated, as shown in Table 3.2, 
and although these orders differed from Brown (1973) and De Villiers and 
De Villiers (1973) order for children’s first language acquisition of English, 
the use of three methods lent “confidence” (Dulay & Burt, 1974, p. 43) to 
their results. As the participants were drawn from differing language 
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backgrounds, it was hypothesised that the order of acquisition was not 
influenced by participants’ first language backgrounds. From this 
conclusion, it was extrapolated that the order of acquisition was a 
universal constant across all second language learners of English, which 
gave support to the Universal Grammar theory. This extrapolation from 
two different first language groups to all ESL learners can only be 
described as a theoretical leap that was based on some similarities 
between these two limited but different first language speakers of ESL.  
Table 3.2. ESL grammatical morpheme ranked orders (Dulay & 
Burt, 1974, p. 51). 
Group Score Group Means SAI 
1 Pronoun case  1  Pronoun case  1  Pronoun case  
2  Article  2  Article  2  Copula  
3  Copula  3.5  Copula  3.5 Article  
4  Progressive  3.5  Progressive  3.5 Progressive  
5  Plural  5  Plural  5  Auxiliary  
6  Auxiliary  6  Auxiliary  6  Plural  
7  Past regular  7  Past regular  7.5 Past irregular  
8  Past irregular  8.5  Past irregular  7.5 Possessive  
9  Long plural  8.5  Possessive  10  Past regular  
10  Possessive  10  Long plural  10  Long plural  
11  Third person  11  Third person  10  Third
 
person  
3.2.4 Early longitudinal studies 
 
After Brown (1973), the next longitudinal study was conducted by 
Rosansky (1976). This study questioned the premise and findings of the 
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earlier cross-sectional studies and found that a learner’s first language did 
influence the sequence of acquisition. This study began with a review of 
the earlier studies, questioning their methodology and conclusions. The 
study results revealed greater than expected individual variables, as with 
each stage of statistical analysis, the results appeared to unerringly mirror 
the findings of earlier studies. This led the author to suggest that the BSM 
may be influencing the results and that a learner’s first language affects 
the acquisition sequence.  
In this study, Rosansky examined six Spanish speakers residing in 
America over a ten-month period. The subjects were two children, two 
adolescents and two adults. The analysis of elicited and spontaneous 
speech by Rosansky employed Dulay and Burt’s (1973, 1974) scoring 
method using both group scores and group means tabulation and the 
initial spontaneous group results correlated with earlier second language 
rank orders and with first language rank orderings for the acquisition of 
English grammatical morphemes. The contradictory correlations 
prompted Rosansky to re-examine the data and on further analysis, he 
found individual variability across the data spectrum that seemed to be 
influenced by the “various statistical treatments of the original data” (p. 
415). This re-examination found that at different statistical stages, there 
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were different results, prompting Rosansky to declare that each level of 
analysis “tends to obscure a little more information” (p. 415).  
This study found similarities between the elicited BSM and 
spontaneous speech samples, yet determined that the results could not be 
interpreted meaningfully because of the “large” variables (p. 423). Further, 
Rosansky demonstrated that a comparison of two participants’ orders of 
acquisition with their BSM and spontaneous data demonstrated that the 
ranked orderings did not compare “for the same person at the same time” 
and that there were “large amounts of individual variability... of the 
subject’s rank orders and the Group Means” (p. 423). This showed that 
cross-sectional and longitudinal rank orderings for the same participant 
were different and that the cross-sectional ranked orders appeared to shift, 
fluctuating over the course of the study, having no resemblance to the 
longitudinal order. Consequently, these Spanish learners of ESL revealed 
that their acquisition rank order did not conform to the proposed ‘natural 
order’ of other studies and the cross sectional analysis revealed different 
orders at different periods of time (Ellis, 2009; Rosansky, 1976).  
Following Rosansky’s study, a study by Hakuta in 1976 reached a 
similar finding, which was that the notion of a universal sequence of 
development for ESL grammatical morphemes was a dubious premise. 
Hakuta observed and recorded the spontaneous speech of a 5-year-old 
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Japanese child over sixty weeks in peer play sessions in North Cambridge 
near Harvard University in America (p. 322). Hakuta employed a 
distributional analysis approach that compared internal and external 
consistency and described second language acquisition as a “shifting... 
gradual” (p. 331) process between a learner’s internal processes that 
monitor current understanding and the external influences of the social 
milieu. Hakuta attempted to quantify and describe the differences 
between what is currently understood and what is being heard and 
experienced by learners, or the relationship between external social 
influences and internal cognitive processes. 
Scoring the grammatical morphemes for this study utilised Brown’s 
(1973) method and criteria of acquisition with SOC. From this analysis, 
Hakuta made the distinction between longitudinal and cross-sectional 
studies; identifying the former as being a better method for establishing an 
order of acquisition and the latter as being better suited to determining an 
order of difficulty. Hakuta found a different order from earlier studies, 
remarking that “these comparisons are not necessarily encouraging to 
those who would like to see a stable order of acquisition across L2 learners 
of English” (p. 343). He noted that there are “strong indications of 
language transfer in the order of acquisition of grammatical morphemes” 
(p. 343). Hakuta disagreed with the method and implications of the cross-
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sectional studies, finding that there were first language influences that 
altered the acquisition order for English grammatical morphemes and 
therefore the universality of their acquisition was questionable.  
Similar to Hakuta’s conclusions, a longitudinal study by Wode, 
Bahns, Bedy and Frank (1978) demonstrated that the first language 
background of learners affected the proposed ESL universal acquisition 
order or sequence. This study examined the progression of English 
grammatical morphemes of four children aged 3 years 11 months, 4 years 
11 months, 6 years 11 months and 8 years 11 months, with German as their 
first language, over a period of six months in spontaneous naturalistic 
settings. The subjects in this study were the children of Wode, and were 
observed during a field trip to the Trinity Centre in California (pp. 176-
177). The study collected three types of data, being experimental, 
spontaneous recording and observational notes. Within the analysis, 
experimental and spontaneous data were separated in accordance with 
Rosansky’s (1976) earlier findings that these two types of data were “not 
strictly isomorphic” (p. 177). Wode et al. (1978) concluded that “one can 
predict that there can be no universal order of acquisition as reliance on L1 
is an integral part of L2 acquisition” (p. 184). In other words, a speaker’s 
first language affects the order of acquisition of English grammatical 
morphemes.  
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To summarise, these early longitudinal studies raised some doubt 
regarding the veracity of a universal ranked order of acquisition for 
grammatical morphemes when English is the second language. These 
studies revealed that there are variables between different first language 
speakers’ acquisition of ESL grammatical morphemes, with a learner’s 
first language affecting the acquisition order. Further, these studies 
demonstrated that there was a great deal of variability within a subjects’ 
rank order over time. The studies clearly showed that depending on when 
the analysis occurred, the order fluctuated. Finally, these studies raised 
concerns about the validity of cross-sectional statistical mean groupings as 
a sound analytical method for researching the phenomenon of a ranked 
order of acquisition for grammatical morphemes for ESL learners. 
3.2.5 Conclusions from the early studies 
 
Despite the inconsistency of findings between these early cross-
sectional and longitudinal studies, it quickly became generally accepted 
that there were too many similarities amongst them and that a universal 
ranked order of acquisition for ESL grammatical morphemes existed in 
some form (Kwon, 2005). This general acceptance found expression 
through the publication of Dulay, Burt and Krashen’s Language Two (1982), 
which found that the early child studies on the acquisition order for 
grammatical morphemes were significantly rigorous and therefore 
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methodologically sound. They suggested that the issue with these early 
studies was that they gave the erroneous impression that ESL grammatical 
morphemes are acquired in a structured, hierarchical and linear order. 
They argued that this was an oversimplification of the process and was the 
result of the linear rank order statistical method of analysis.   
The ranked ordering of these earlier studies were in actuality a 
clustered sequence of acquisition of ESL grammatical morphemes as 
outlined by Krashen (1977, cited in Dulay, Burt & Krashen, 1982). This 
revised sequence of acquisition envisages four separate grammatical 
morpheme clusters. The first cluster includes the present progressive (ing), 
plural (s) and the copula (be); the second cluster includes the auxiliary 
(do) and article (the); the third cluster is the irregular past (was, were); and 
the fourth and final cluster includes the regular past (ed), 3rd person 
singular (is) and possessive (’s). This is summarised in Table 3.3 below. 
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Table: 3.3. ESL grammatical morpheme acquisition order (Dulay, 
Burt & Krashen 1982, p.224). 
Cluster 1 Present progressive (ing) 
Plural (s) 
Copula (be) 
Cluster 2 Auxiliary (do) 
Article (the) 
Cluster 3 Irregular past (was, were) 
Cluster 4 Regular past (ed) 
Third person singular 
Possessive (’s) 
 
The clustering acquisition sequence in Dulay, Burt & Krashen’s 
Language Two (1982) somehow became the accepted standard for ESL 
learners from a linguistic and education perspective, despite the 
inconsistency and differences between the early studies. Of interest to this 
project is that many of the grammatical morphemes within this clustering 
sequence are haphazardly included within the NT DoE’s Diagnostic Net T-
2 Continua for Year One Oral Language Outcomes and Indicators.  They 
are listed in Table 3.4 below as they appear in the document, however 
there is no indication as to whether this is a hierarchy or sequence, just an 
expectation that Year One students will have acquired these indicators by 
the end of this period (NT DET, 2010). 
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Table 3.4. A comparison of the three main grammatical morpheme acquisition 
orders 
 
Dulay, Burt & Krashen 
(1982) 
ESL Grammatical 
morpheme order 
 
Brown (1973) English MLU 
& Grammatical morpheme 
order 
 
NT Diagnostic 
Net T-2. Year 
One Outcomes 
and Indicators 
(2010) 
 
Cluster 1 
 
 
 
 
 
Cluster 2 
 
 
Cluster 3 
 
 
Cluster 4 
 
Present 
progressive 
(ing) 
Plural (s) 
Copula (be) 
 
Auxiliary (do) 
Article (the, a) 
 
Irregular past 
(was, were) 
 
Regular past 
(ed) 
Third person 
singular  
Possessive (’s) 
 
 
 
Stage II 
MLU 2.25 
 
 
 
 
Stages III & 
IV 
MLU 2.75 – 
3.50 
 
 
 
Stage V 
MLU 4.00 
 
Present 
progressive 
Plural 
Prepositions 
(in/on) 
 
Past regular  
Third person 
irregular  
Uncontractible 
copula 
Articles  
 
Third person 
& past regular 
Auxiliaries 
Copula 
Contractible 
auxiliaries & 
copulas 
 
 
Present 
progressive 
Plurals 
Regular past 
tense 
Irregular past 
tense 
Possessive 
Third person 
present tense 
regular 
Third person 
present tense 
irregular 
Contractions 
A, the, is, am, 
are 
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3.2.6 The second period of ESL morpheme order studies (1991 to the 
present) 
 
From the 1990s, studies began to revisit the notion of a natural order 
of the acquisition for grammatical morphemes. As in the previous section 
on the early studies, this section specifically focuses on studies of oral 
language and children as the primary area of research. Although this 
restriction dramatically reduces the number of overall studies included, 
many of the studies that do not focus solely on oral language and children 
will be discussed in relation to the criticisms of morpheme order studies 
section. Pertinent to this section examining grammatical morpheme 
acquisition orders, by date of publication, are the studies by Cameron and 
Lee (1999), Shin and Milroy (1999), Balason and Dollaghan (2002), Paradis 
(2005) and Davison and Hammer (2012). 
Cameron and Lee’s (1999) longitudinal study examined the emergent 
use of English grammatical morphemes by three Chinese Mandarin first 
language speakers over a twelve-month period. The subjects were three 
children aged 5 years 9 months, 5 years 11 months and 6 years of age, all 
immersed in English in Canada. The three children were enrolled in an 
English language school and received out-of-school tuition in speaking 
and reading English for two to four hours each week. Cameron and Lee 
(1999) employed a Syntax Elicitation Task (SET) to capture and analyse 
oral language samples from the three subjects. The SET is very similar to 
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the BSM, in that it consists of between 25 to 41 question items with 
between one to four pictures for each item that depicts a particular event 
or situation. Similar to the earlier studies, Cameron and Lee (1991) scored 
grammatical morphemes collected with the SET using the protocol of 
SOC.  
The authors found differences in grammatical morpheme sequences 
for each of the three subjects, yet concluded that there were some common 
characteristic features. They offered three hypotheses for these similarities, 
noting that all fail to adequately explain the findings. The first, the 
universal hypothesis of Dulay and Burt (1973, 1974), was described as 
being inadequate and unconvincing. The second, the positive/negative 
transfer of first language hypothesis, they said failed to account for the 
existence of grammatical structures not found in subject’s first language. 
The third hypothesis, which suggested that the focus of learners might be 
on the discrepancies between the first and second language, was also 
found to be flawed, as the differences could not account for some early 
and later emerging morphemes. The authors concluded that further 
detailed studies of first language English speakers are required for a 
complete and comparative analysis of ESL speaker’s acquisition of 
grammatical morphemes. 
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A study by Shin and Milroy (1999) examined the sequential bilingual 
development of twelve first grade Korean-American school students, six 
male and six female. The subjects ranged from 6 years and 7 months to 7 
years and 4 months of age. Within this paper, Shin and Milroy examined 
two aspects of sequential bilingual children’s developing second language 
competence. First, they examined the emergence of ten grammatical 
morphemes, and second, they conducted an experimental study on plural 
markings. 
This study employed a wireless transmitter and a radio receiver 
cassette recorder to collect a corpus of spontaneous speech used by 
subjects in student paired classroom activities. The oral data recordings 
from these paired activities ranged from twenty to seventy-five minutes. 
They collected ten hours of recorded oral data and excluded mixed 
language speech from the data analyses only using “monolingual English 
sentences” (Shin & Milroy, 1999, p. 151). This study adapted the scoring 
method of Dulay and Burt (1974) and employed SOC in examining the ten 
grammatical morphemes. Group scores were computed using a ratio, 
whereby the denominator was the sum of all SOCs, with each SOC having 
a value of two points. The numerator was the sum of all SOCs of a 
morpheme across all subjects and then multiplying the quotient by one 
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hundred. The ten grammatical morphemes were then ranked according to 
the decreasing group score. 
Shin and Milroy concluded that amongst the ten grammatical 
morphemes examined, there were obvious differences in the rank order of 
acquisition between English first language and ESL learners and that the 
latter do not acquire the grammatical features of English in the same 
sequence as first language learners. There was also comparative analytical 
evidence from this and other grammatical morpheme studies that the first 
language background of ESL learners does influence the acquisition rank 
order (Shin & Milroy, 1999).  
The authors concluded that this study clearly showed that the 
acquisition ranked orders were patently different, concluding that first 
language and second language learners of English do not acquire the 
features of grammatical morphemes in the same sequence. They state 
there are ‘”language specific influences on second language acquisition” 
(Shin & Milroy, 1999, p. 164). Their findings contradicted the earlier cross 
sectional studies that claimed to establish the universal ESL order of 
acquisition for grammatical morphemes (Ellis, 2009).  
Balason and Dollaghan (2002) examined more than 100 randomly 
selected children ranging from forty-eight to fifty months of age from a 
variety of socio-demographic backgrounds from a larger set of 241 
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children already participating in another study. The authors of this study 
collected language samples by recording parents interacting with their 
children with toys in a 15-minute play session. They found MLU ranges 
from 1.62 to 6.45, and noticed that there were considerable differences in 
the frequency of Obligatory Contexts and the percentage of correct usage 
of grammatical morphemes. They reported that individual differences 
were in fact smoothed out within the group score method and that less 
than 25% of children contributed to the group scores for 6 of the 14 
grammatical morphemes they investigated. They questioned the validity 
of any attempts to use this group score method on children at this stage of 
development and concluded that for four-year-old children, only four 
grammatical morphemes were provided by 90% of the children studied. 
These were the article, the copula, the progressive and the plural. They 
also concluded that too few children had contributed to the remaining ten 
grammatical morphemes and so consequently within this study they 
could not be considered as representing established developmental levels. 
Paradis (2005) looked at 24 sequential bilingual ESL learners from 
twelve language backgrounds, ranging from 4 years and 4 months to 7 
years and 10 months of age. These children had an average of 9 months of 
exposure to English in a preschool or school setting in Edmonton in 
Western Canada. The study involved a twenty-minute semi-structured 
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elicitation task that was embedded within a 45-minute free play situation. 
The children were videoed and then transcripts were generated for 
analysis. Paradis (2005) found that these ESL children were developing 
and learning English at different rates and orders of acquisition and that 
these children alternated the inclusion and omission of a grammatical 
morpheme until they reached accuracy levels equivalent to fluent speakers 
of English. Consequently, Paradis suggested that for these ESL children, 
this led to unrealistic expectations for their rate of English development 
because there had been an uncritical use of English standardised tests. 
This in turn resulted in a set of misinformed expectations for English 
language attainment by these ESL children, unfairly relying on the use of 
standardised tests that compared monolingual English learners with early 
ESL children. 
Davison and Hammer (2012) collected spontaneous language 
samples over a two-year period from eighty-one bilingual Spanish-English 
pre-schoolers (3 years and 8 months) in Pennsylvania.  Over this two-year 
period, there were four periods where transcripts were collected.  The 
transcripts were from two symbolic play sessions for each child, one with 
Spanish prompts and another with English prompts for the elicitation 
method. Davison and Hammer found some differences in grammatical 
morpheme usage/production between bilingual children who had not 
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been exposed to English prior to entering school (School English 
Communication (SEC)) and those who had been exposed to English prior 
to school age entry at home (Home Entry Communication (HEC)) as set 
out in Table 3.5 below. They found that differentiation of developmental 
paths existed between bilingual groups with the same first language, and 
that this was dependent on the age and timing of contact of the children 
with English.  
Davison and Hammer concluded that there were differences in 
grammatical morpheme usage/production between monolingual English 
children and bilingual Spanish–English children and between bilingual 
children with differing ages of exposure to English. They found that both 
bilingual groups mastered prepositions and articles early, whilst the 
uncontractible copula, regular third person and irregular third person 
morphemes developed later in both groups. 
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Table 3.5. Davison and Hammer (2012, p.738) ESL grammatical morpheme 
acquisition orders. 
 Home English Communication School English Communication 
1 Preposition  Preposition  
2 Articles  Irregular past tense 
3 Progressive  Plural  
4 Uncontractible auxiliary Articles  
5 Past – ed  Progressive  
6 Plural  Contractible auxiliary 
7 Possessive  Past – ed 
8 Irregular past tense Contractible copula 
9 Contractible auxiliary Uncontractible copula 
10 Contractible copula Possessive  
11 Uncontractible copula Irregular third person 
12 Third person singular Third person singular 
13 Irregular third person Uncontractible auxiliary 
 
In summary, of the thirteen grammatical morpheme order studies of 
oral language and young children reviewed, three focussed on English 
first language learners and ten examined ESL learners. These thirteen 
studies can be categorised into two distinct elicitation methods: 
spontaneous or structured, and two design methods: longitudinal or 
cross-sectional. This distinction reveals seven spontaneous studies, with 
three longitudinal and four cross-sectional. Brown (1973), Hakuta (1976) 
and Wode et al. (1978) were all longitudinal studies, whilst De Villiers and 
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De Villiers (1973), James and Kahn (1982), Shin and Milroy (1999) and 
Balason and Dollaghan (2002) were cross-sectional. The six structured 
elicitation studies are evenly distributed, with three longitudinal and three 
cross section methodologies. The three longitudinal studies are Rosansky 
(1976), Cameron and Lee (1999) and Davison and Hammer (2012) and the 
three cross-sectional studies are Dulay and Burt (1973 & 1974) and Paradis 
(2005). 
The thirteen studies reviewed can also be classified into those that 
found a ranked and fixed order and those that did not. This classification 
reveals four studies in order of publication that found a fixed and ranked 
order of acquisition (Brown, 1973; De Villiers & De Villiers, 1973; Dulay & 
Burt, 1973; and Dulay & Bert, 1974) and nine studies in order of 
publication that did not find a fixed and ranked order of acquisition 
(Rosansky, 1976; Hakuta, 1976; Wode et al., 1978; James & Kahn, 1982; 
Cameron & Lee, 1999; Shin & Milroy, 1999; Balason & Dollaghan, 2002; 
Paradis, 2005; and Davison & Hammer, 2012).  
Of the studies that found a fixed order, two were English first 
language learners and two were ESL learners. Of the studies that did not 
find a fixed and ranked order of acquisition, one was first language 
English learners and eight were ESL learners. It is noteworthy that the 
studies that found the fixed and ranked order for English first and second 
  
109 
 
language learners are all within the early studies period. Whereas those 
that did not find a fixed and ranked order are from the early and later 
periods of investigations into this phenomenon of language development 
and are from a more widely distributed group of research institutions. 
3.2.7 Reviews and criticisms of the grammatical morpheme order studies 
 
This section will outline four reviews and the related issues and 
criticisms of the ESL grammatical morpheme order studies. Unlike the 
previous sections, this section incorporates a broader review of studies 
that, included children and adults and oral, written and listening tasks. 
These reviews and critiques establish, explain and then attempt to resolve 
the conflicting findings of the range of grammatical morpheme order 
studies and provide some useful insights that may enable a unification of 
these disparate studies and their findings.  
In six of the previously discussed studies, the authors reviewed, 
compared and critiqued many other important grammatical morpheme 
order studies. Five of these six studies were ESL studies (Rosansky (1976), 
Hakuta (1976), Wode et al. (1978), Cameron and Lee (1999) and Shin and 
Milroy (1999)). These five studies are combined with four journal reviews 
and articles that focus on ESL learners and the fixed acquisition order of 
grammatical morphemes (Zobl and Liceras (1994), Luk and Shirai (2009), 
Goldschneider and DeKeyser (2001) and Kwon (2005)). 
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Kwon (2005) has identified nine areas of concern with the ESL 
grammatical morpheme order studies. These include: the methodological 
designs and data collection processes; the range, type and categorisation 
of the linguistic items investigated; the statistical methods employed, the 
issue of accuracy versus acquisition orders, the scoring for determining 
acquisition; and the limitations of cross linguistic generalisations. The 
issues are set out in full in Table 3.6 below. 
The issue with the statistical method of the BSM in cross-sectional 
studies was originally raised by Rosansky (1976) and then Hakuta (1976). 
They argued that the particular statistical methods employed by Dulay 
and Burt (1973 & 1974) appeared to conceal meaningful differences when 
applied to the analyses of their longitudinal data. It has, however, been 
suggested that the grouping or clustering of grammatical morphemes by 
Dulay, Burt and Krashen (1982) attempts to overcome this criticism (Ellis, 
2009).  
Another related issue concerns the methodological design of 
longitudinal and cross-sectional studies, as they are different methods and 
hence are difficult to compare (Long & Larsen-Freeman, 1991). It has been 
suggested that they may in fact measure different aspects of the same 
phenomenon; in that the cross-section approach may observe an order of 
difficulty, whilst the longitudinal approach may better reflect the order of 
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acquisition (Rosansky, 1976; Hakuta, 1976). However, later analyses and 
reviews have shown that this is not the case (Goldschneider & DeKeyser, 
2001; Kwon, 2005). 
There are two concerns that have arisen with the ESL grammatical 
morpheme studies, relating to the criterion issues that surround the 
establishment of when grammatical morphemes are classified as being 
acquired. The first issue pertains to scoring morpheme misuses and the 
second is the reliability of the BSM. 
First, the scoring for acquisition within the ESL grammatical 
morpheme order studies did not account for misuse in inappropriate 
contexts, overuse and overgeneralisations (Goldschneider & DeKeyser, 
2001). That being said, it has since been demonstrated that accounting for 
overuse does not affect the results of the order of acquisition (Pica, 1983 
cited by Ellis, 2009). 
Second, with the publication of Rosansky’s (1976) and Hakuta’s 
(1976) studies, doubts began to surface about the reliability of the BSM, as 
it appeared that the results produced were “an artefact of the testing 
instrument rather than a reflection of the actual acquisition order” (Kwon, 
2005, p. 9). Over time, and as a consequence of more researchers 
investigating this area of second language development, a range of oral 
based testing methods emerged, including the Second Language Oral 
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production English (SLOPE) test by Fatham (1975) and the MAT-SEA-
CAL Oral Proficiency test by Mace-Matluck (1977). Later, comparative 
research with these differing testing methods and scoring between them 
and the BSM allayed these concerns and suggested that the BSM was in 
fact a valid and reliable method (Kwon, 2005).  
Finally, it has been argued that this research is limited to a small set 
of morphemes that are a collection of disparate items that are structurally 
and semantically different from one another (Ellis, 2009). These criticisms 
are based on two issues: that the commonalities are spurious and that the 
linguistic items studied differ with an amalgam of morphemes grouped 
together – free, bound, noun phrase and verb phrases (Zobl & Liceras, 
1994; Kwon, 2005). 
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Table 3.6. Nine criticisms of grammatical morpheme order studies  
(Kwon, 2005, p. 16). 
1. The results may be a by-product of the BSM and other collection 
methods. 
2. The functors studied were drawn from a wide a range of linguistic types. 
3. Grammatical functors represent a small and trivial part of any language 
and thus cannot be a basis for general conclusions. 
4. Morphemes of different types should not have been grouped in a single 
grammatical structure. 
5. Variations in individual data are obscured by group data. 
6. The total picture of a learner’s use of a form is unaccounted for. 
7. Accuracy order cannot be equated with acquisition order. 
8. The scoring method does not typically account for over-suppliance of 
functors in non-obligatory contexts. 
9. The results are difficult to generalise across languages as many studies 
have focussed only on English.  
 
All of these concerns and issues are discussed in greater detail as in 
the remainder of this section the discussion now turns towards the four 
journal reviews mentioned above. 
The review by Zobl and Liceras (1994) included two English first 
language and four ESL studies and interpreted the data by examining the 
clustering effect rather than discrete individual rankings. They found that 
this type of functional categorisation provided a possible framework that 
explained the differences between the results of English first language and 
ESL learners. Although they found that this framework did not predict 
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acquisition orders, it did reveal syntactic parallels between free and bound 
morphemes within and across the categories. The authors concluded that 
there are points of convergence between the studies reviewed; that the 
ESL studies are generalizable; and that the reviewed studies revealed 
some aspects of the acquisition process for these learners. 
The review by Goldschneider and DeKeyser (2001) of English second 
language learner oral language samples included twelve studies between 
1973 and 1996. This review pooled nine hundred and twenty-four subjects, 
ranging from children to adults from twenty-nine languages. Using meta 
and multiple regression analyses, they investigated the possibility of five 
determinants (perceptual salience, semantic complexity, 
morphophonological regularity, syntactic category, and frequency). Of 
these five determinants, the most difficult to precisely define is the first, 
perceptual salience, as it may comprise up to five sub-factors and has been 
described as the ease of hearing a particular grammatical morpheme). The 
twelve studies were selected as they all had a common scoring approach 
(SOC) and they were combined despite the different elicitation techniques 
because of this scoring commonality. 
The authors remarked that the search for a single underlying cause 
and explanation for the phenomenon of an order of acquisition for 
grammatical morphemes has been an ongoing theoretical quest.  They 
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speculated that the ranked invariant order of acquisition of ESL learners is 
indicative of a theoretically innate universal human ability that had been 
suggested by two prominent second language theorists (Dulay, Burt & 
Krashen, 1982; Pienemann, 1988 cited by Golschneider & DeKeyser, 2001, 
p. 4). The results from this meta-analytical review suggested that an innate 
theory or specific syntactic models were not required to explain the order 
of acquisition. Rather, several factors can account for a large percentage of 
the variance in the results from the grammatical morpheme acquisition 
order studies (Golschneider & DeKeyser, 2001).  
Goldschneider and DeKeyser comment that the five determinants 
reviewed did not include first language transfer and future studies should 
account for this factor and further expand the corpus of data beyond the 
current scope of ESL learners potentially, enabling generalisation to other 
second language learners. Their finding of a relationship between the 
order of acquisition and perceptual saliency has important ramifications 
for teachers, as certain grammatical morphemes can be explicitly brought 
to the attention of learners and influence their acquisition.   
A review of three determinants by Kwon (2005) included first 
language transfer as a factor and found that it may be an important factor 
in second language acquisition. This review noted that although the 
acquisition orders of English first and ESL learners are different, the 
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similarities “appear significant” (p. 10) and areas of divergence could be 
attributed to the differentiated cognitive levels of subjects. With the 
inclusion by the ESL grammatical morpheme order studies of various 
ages, first language backgrounds, and learning environments, these 
consistent results suggested that other factors are the major determinants 
of the order of acquisition phenomenon.  
In examining the issue of first language influence on second 
language acquisition, it is clear that this had been contentious in this area 
of study. This was due to historical and theoretical misunderstandings 
over the notion of transfer, however, a resolution of these 
misunderstandings was reached and many researchers “no longer dismiss 
language transfer... and it is generally agreed that this mechanism plays an 
important role” in the processes of second language acquisition (Kwon, 
2005, p.15). 
Luk and Shirai (2009) conducted a review of the grammatical 
morpheme studies with four different first language speakers: Japanese, 
Korean, Chinese, and Spanish. The purpose of the review was to 
determine the effect of first language on the order of acquisition of 
grammatical morphemes. The review revealed that Spanish first language 
learners’ acquisition order substantially aligned with the proposed ESL 
order of Dulay, Burt and Krashen (1982). However Japanese, Korean, and 
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Chinese first language speakers appeared to be different, as they acquired 
the plural –s and articles later than would be anticipated with the 
proposed order of acquisition, and possessive ’s earlier than that 
predicted by the proposed order. This suggested that learners could 
acquire a grammatical morpheme later or earlier than predicted by the 
proposed ESL acquisition order of grammatical morphemes and that 
acquisition is dependent on the equivalent category being present or 
absent in their first language. This is an indication that first language 
transfer has as a stronger influence on the ESL acquisition order than has 
been portrayed and believed. 
3.2.8 Summary and conclusions 
 
This final section is a summary of the studies reviewed and the three 
stages in the area of ESL grammatical morpheme order studies. The first 
and early stage began in the early 1970s and continued into the 1980s. 
Within this first stage, researchers were concerned with describing and 
documenting this phenomenon and this stage provided support for the 
innatist theories of language. The second determinate stage began during 
the 1980s and continues to this day. In this stage, the focus of researchers 
shifted from establishing the veracity of an invariant order of acquisition 
to identifying the various elements that determined the ranked order of 
acquisition. The third stage began in the 1990s, where the focus again 
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shifted from the determinate second stage to a critical re-examination of 
the methodology of the earlier stages and their studies. These three stages 
can be described as the first ‘emergent’ stage, the second ‘determinate’ 
stage and the third ‘review’ stage (Kwon, 2005). 
Findings from the reviews can be summarised as demonstrating that 
there was sufficient methodological rigour in the ESL grammatical 
morpheme order studies despite variations in methodology and 
approaches and that the results do somewhat support the notion of a 
ranked order. However, they suggest that this order of acquisition is not 
the result of a universal innate mechanism; rather it can be accounted for 
by multiple determinants that affect the order of acquisition for ESL 
learners. These studies also demonstrate that of the multiple determinants, 
perceptual salience and first language both play critical roles in the order 
of acquisition (Zobl & Liceras, 1994; Golschneider & DeKeyser, 2001; 
Kwon, 2005; Luk & Shirai, 2009).  
The findings from these reviews do not support innate theories that 
seek confirmation of a single underlying cause and explanation for 
language development. This innatist pursuit speculated that the ranked 
invariant order of the acquisition of grammatical morphemes of English 
first and second language learners is indicative of this innate universal 
human ability. Further, the two prominent innatist ESL theories (Monitor 
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and Processability) rely heavily on the proposition of a ranked invariant 
order of acquisition as the cornerstones of their theoretical frameworks 
and ultimately their validity as working theories.  
To conclude, this project can be compared with the early descriptive 
stage of English and ESL grammatical morpheme order studies. The 
rationale for this apparent research regression is that no previous ESL/EFL 
grammatical morpheme studies with young very remote Australian 
Aboriginal subjects have ever been undertaken. As such, it is important to 
first describe the order of acquisition from these unique and as yet 
undocumented ESL/EFL learners rather than attribute any potential order 
to particular determinants.  
Knowledge of the processes of learning are very important for all 
stakeholders in education, as this awareness enables the development of 
appropriate curriculums, as well as teaching sequences and methods that 
permit an expansion in approaches for the delivery of education to 
learners (Kwon, 2005). This is especially true, given the important role 
ascribed to perceptual salience and first language influences in the 
acquisition of grammatical morphemes. Within a classroom context, 
particularly in very remote Aboriginal Australian classrooms, it is 
important that teachers know which aspects of oral ESL to teach and when 
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to teach them, as well as which aspects to explicitly have learners focus on 
to realise their optimum benefit potential. 
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Vignette 4: Classroom. 
Over 4 years, I trialled a 
host of solutions to the 
chronic issue of lateness. 
I tried speaking with 
kids, speaking with 
families, positive 
rewards for punctuality. 
I tried staggering lessons, 
rearranging groups, 
preparing for mixed ability groups. I tried speaking with family elders and traditional 
owners. For 4 years, I endured the frustration of having lessons disrupted, with groups 
swelling and tripling in size during a lesson and becoming a tangled web. 
After many disappointments with my inability to solve this chronic issue, I switched 
focus. I began to view it as an opportunity to work closely with the children as they 
arrived on specific aspects of their ESL in class. I developed a flexible literacy routine 
for the first 60 minutes of each school day that allowed me to work with each child. My 
trickle routine rotated the children through a series of teacher, computer software and 
self-directed literacy 
activities that included: 
letter/sound relationships 
and knowledge, phonics, 
phonemes, sight words 
and guided reading. It is 
the classroom routines that 
teachers establish that are 
incredibly important.  
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Chapter 4 - Methodology and Procedure 
 
The methodology and procedure chapter is separated into four 
sections. The first section is the setting, which includes the socio-linguistic 
landscape, population, sample size, and anonymity and confidentiality. 
The second section is the design, and this covers an overview of the 
analysis and interpretation stages of the project. The third section explains 
the coding system and data analysis containing explanations surrounding 
utterance boundaries, MLU, sample sizes, coding grammatical 
morphemes for suppliance in obligatory contexts, grammatical 
morphemes defined and the coding conclusions. The fourth section 
discusses the instrumentation, reliability, delimitations and 
generalisability of the project.  
4.1 Setting of the study 
 
This study is based in four very remote schools in the Central 
Western Desert region in the NT of Australia. These four very remote 
schools are linked through the Western Desert Aboriginal dialect of 
Pintupi/Luritja and together, comprise a homogenous language group. 
The four schools within this study are within the very remote Aboriginal 
communities of Ikuntji (Haasts Bluff), Warumpi (Papunya), 
Amunturrngu/Watiyawanu (Mt. Liebig), and Walungurru (Kintore).  
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Ikuntji (Haasts Bluff) is a Pintupi/Luritja community located 245 
kilometres west of Alice Springs, with an Aboriginal population of 150 
(ABS, 2011a). Warumpi (Papunya) is a Pintupi/Luritja community located 
250 kilometres west of Alice Springs, with an Aboriginal population of 418 
(ABS, 2011c). Amunturrngu/Watiyawanu (Mt. Liebig) is a Pintupi/Luritja 
community located 327 kilometres west of Alice Springs, with an 
Aboriginal population of 312 (ABS, 2011d). Walungurru (Kintore) is a 
Pintupi/Luritja community located 550 kilometres west of Alice Springs 
and 20 kilometres east of the WA border, with an Aboriginal population of 
454 (ABS, 2011b). 
4.1.2 Sociolinguistic context of the study -The first language 
landscape (Pintupi/Luritja). 
 
Pintupi/Luritja is a Western Desert Aboriginal dialect spoken across 
four major communities in the Central Western desert region of the 
Northern Territory of Australia (Heffernan and Heffernan, 2005). The four 
very remote Aboriginal communities included within this study are the 
communities in which Pintupi/Luritja is the dominant Western Desert 
dialect. This review of the basic typology will examine some aspects of the 
syntax, the pronunciation and the phonological and phonemic attributes 
of Pintupi/Luritja. 
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Typologically Pintupi/Luritja is an agglutinative language and this 
type of language will employ prefixes and/or suffixes that are attached to 
root words or stems, with stems being forms (words) which can have 
suffixes (Matthews, 2007). Primarily Pintupi/Luritja is a suffix focussed 
Aboriginal Western Desert dialect and the function of a suffix is to affix 
itself after the form (Matthews, 2007). For example in English one would 
say “They went hunting” in Pintupi/Luritja one would say “Kukakuya 
yanu”. However when broken into its constituent suffixes or endings it 
would be “Kuka-ku-ya ya-nu” with a literal translation into English 
expressing the word stems and endings being “meat-for-they go-past” 
(Heffernan and Heffernan, p.23, 2005). 
Consequently. Pintupi/Luritja is very different from English and 
English speakers find themselves immersed in a difficult language 
landscape. Amongst the difficulties that confront English speakers are two 
issues that cover syntax and composition. Pintupi/Luritja has a different 
word order than English and lacks gender identification. For example, the 
differing word order and lack of gender identification in Pintupi/Luritja is 
illustrated with the English phrase “He went on foot”, in Pintupi/Luritja it 
must be expressed “He/she/it foot went” (Heffernan and Heffernan, pp.6-
7, 2005). 
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Another important facet of this language dialect are the phonological 
and phonemic features that include the accurate pronunciation of 
Pintupi/Luritja. Phonics and phonemes are the study of the sounds and 
sound systems of a language (Matthews, 2007). These linguistic facets of 
Pintupi/Luritja are expressed through the correct pronunciation of words 
and speakers need to be aware of three aspects of the sound system that 
cover: stress (the beat), intonation (tune/pitch) and the articulation of 
sounds.  
Within Pintupi/Luritja the convention for stress is that it is always 
placed on the first part or syllable of the word and incorrect stress can 
change the root meaning of a word. Intonation refers to the rising and 
falling inflections inherent within a language and altering intonation can 
change the inherent meaning within a sentence. This is true in English and 
in Pintupi/Luritja, however, in Pintupi/Luritja the intonation patterns are 
different to those in English and as Heffernan and Heffernan (2005) states 
they cannot be illustrated in text and can only be learnt in context.  
The underlying phonological and phonemic sound system of 
Pintupi/Luritja is different to English and includes six vowels and 17 
consonants. There are three short vowels (a, i, u) and three long vowels 
(aa, ii, uu). The vowel system is similar to the specific English vowels 
although the long vowel sounds are held longer and are in this respect 
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unusual for English speakers. A number of consonants are familiar to 
English speakers (l, m, n, r, w, y) and others are similar but are 
qualitatively different to their nearest English counterpart (p, t, k, f, s).  
There are a number of sounds that are not found in English they are 
known as retroflex sounds and in texts they are signalled by an underline 
(l, n, t). Retroflex sounds are important and distinct from other consonant 
sounds and their mispronunciation can result in an altered meaning of a 
word. To pronounce a retroflex the tongue tip position is up, with the 
tongue placed and held on the roof of the inner mouth. This is illustrated 
with one example being “tjuni” which means “put”, whilst “tjuni” means 
“soakage water” (Heffernan and Heffernan, p.16, 2005).  
Other sounds within Pintupi/Luritja have some conventions that are 
similar with English like the use of double letters for a single sound (ly, 
ny, rr, ng, tj). Also within Pintupi/Luritja there are two “glides” and this 
convention is used to separate two adjacent vowels (ayi, awu) (Heffernan 
and Heffernan, p.20, 2005). 
In summary, there are six vowels and 17 consonants within 
Pintupi/Luritja, of these 14 have some approximation to an English 
equivalent (p, tj, t, k, m, ny, n, ng, ky, l, rr, r, w, y). There are three sounds 
that have no English equivalent and they are the retroflex sounds (l, n, t). 
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From this structural base Pintupi/Luritja produces the syllables needed to 
create their language system (Heffernan and Heffernan, pp.9-22, 2005; 
Hansen and Luritja people, pp.171-173, 2011; K. Hansen, personal 
communication, May 26, 2016). 
4.1.3 Sociolinguistic context of the study: The 2008 language 
landscape 
 
There have been no studies on the sociolinguistic context of the four 
very remote communities included within this study during the data 
collection period of 2008. The following description of the 2008 language 
landscape across these four sites is based on the author’s knowledge from 
having resided in one of the communities within this study since 2005. 
This anecdotal knowledge includes regular visits to the other three sites 
throughout 2008.  
Predominately these four Pintupi/Luritja communities were oriented 
towards the L1 of the Indigenous residents and there was only limited 
exposure to, and use of, SAE within and across these communities on a 
daily basis. The three primary arenas in which SAE would be heard 
and/or utilised by the local Pintupi/Luritja people were: the mass media, 
Government operated facilities (the clinic, the school and the aged care 
facility) and the community owned and operated store. 
  
128 
 
During 2008 there were five free to air televised channels broadcast 
into each community that was delivered thru a satellite service (Southern 
Cross [SCTV], Imparja, Special Broadcast Service [SBS], Australian 
Broadcast Corporation [ABC] and the National Indigenous Television 
[NITV]). However the internal local broadcast system within each 
community could only deliver three of the five stations at any one time. 
Communities would select which three channels were to be 
broadcast within their general localised area –they would always include 
NITV and Southern Cross to be included within the three to be aired 
within the communities. (NITV produces and broadcasts in a variety of 
Indigenous Australian languages whilst Southern Cross would televise 
the Australian Football League and this is a weekly event during the 
sporting season that most local people would watch). 
On a daily basis the local Pintupi/Luritja people interact with each 
other in their L1 and when they come into contact with a non-Indigenous 
person this necessitated the use of SAE, or they would locate a local with 
sufficient SAE skills to act as an interpreter from them. Within each 
community there are many elders and children that have had very little 
Western European contact and their SAE knowledge, use and 
comprehension is low. Further some families rarely travel to Alice Springs 
and remain solely in the Aboriginal Reserve, within which these four sites 
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are located, and only ever go to Alice Springs and beyond for health 
reasons. Conversely other families spend large amounts of their time in 
Alice Springs and rarely visit or return to their respective communities. 
There are many very remote school students within these communities 
that only get to see and visit Alice Springs on school organised trips. 
Within most of the community facilities (like the clinic and school) 
local people are employed to facilitate information and transactions 
between them and SAE speakers. They effectively act as translators 
between Indigenous residents and Government and Non-Government 
representatives within communities. Local Indigenous residents would 
only use SAE if absolutely necessary. This is illustrated within the remote 
school system in which children always interact with each other and local 
staff in their L1 and would only use SAE for their interactions with non-
Indigenous people, an anecdote any very remote teacher in this context 
can identify with.  
An equivalent yet converse situation occurs with the use of SAE ESL 
literacy within the four communities included within this study. The non-
Indigenous residents within these communities are utilised by local 
Indigenous residents to assist in all manner of SAE ESL literacy 
interactions with Government departments, bureaucrats and councils. 
Indigenous residents recruit non-Indigenous residents to assist them with 
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the completion of Government forms and provide assistance with 
explaining the contents of letters and other SAE ESL texts and letters. The 
overall literacy levels in L1 and SAE ESL within each community can be 
described as idiosyncratic necessitating support and assistance. Although 
there are a few individual exceptions to this anecdotal evidence, overall 
literacy levels of both L1 and SAE ESL within these communities is low. 
In 2008 across the four sites included within this study one school 
had begun operating an emerging Indigenous Language and Culture 
program (ILC) the previous year (2007). This emergent ILC program was 
initially instigated at the community’s request to revitalise and enrich the 
L1 oracy of the children (In later years it was expanded to include L1 
literacy). Prior to this the role of language and culture within this district 
of the central Western Desert had been defunct for an extended period 
with the demise of the early contact bi-cultural and later bilingual models 
of education and this is detailed in the background history Sections 2.2 
and 2.3 of this thesis.  
Otherwise during this period L1 literacy within the central Western 
District was the preserve of the Lutheran Church in which services and 
workshops were conducted in the resident’s L1 and Bibles in their L1 
would be distributed during these weekly services and workshops to 
encourage people to follow passages and hymns in their L1. From the 
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emergent ILC school program the NT DoE would begin to offer and run 
bilingual workshops for Indigenous employees at a school and language 
dialect level within this district. Across the four sites in 2008 there was 
very limited environmental print in L1 or SAE evident within each 
community. There were no street names or signs, no letter boxes and no 
signage identifying the function of buildings or areas.   
To conclude, in the 2008 language landscape of the four sites within 
the Central Western desert included within this study Indigenous 
residents used their L1 frequently and had a limited use of, and for, SAE 
ESL. Overall the L1 oracy within these four communities in 2008 can be 
described as robust, unlike SAE ESL. This is confirmed with 
Pintupi/Luritja being identified as “vigorous” in its oral use and whilst it 
does have a “standardised form of literacy” this is “limited” in its use 
across the Central Western desert, as is SAE ESL literacy. (Ethnologue 
Languages of the World, 2016). 
4.1.4 Socio-linguistic context: ESL Teaching and learning in 2008 
 
When initially seeking approval for category three research through 
the NT DoE’s Research branch within the Strategic Services Division an 
undertaking was made, by the researcher, not to compare students and 
pedagogical approaches across the communities.  The following 
description of the ESL pedagogical approaches across the four 
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Pintupi/Luritja communities will therefore be broad and general and cover 
system level ESL support and school approaches.  
At a sytem level across Tanami Group School in 2008 there was one 
ESL officer and one ILSS officer (the researcher). These two NT DoE 
employees were responsible for delivering ESL pedagogy to ten very 
remote schools and staff. They would endeavour to provide training and 
support to all of the staff across these ten school and to assist with the 
assessment of all students.  
In 2008 there were three ESL approaches employed within this 
district of the Central Western Desert and all can be described as 
prescriptive, focussing primarily on the mechanics of literacy (reading and 
writing). During 2008 none of the four schools had a standardised 
approach to teaching ESL oracy and literacy. Each school developed units 
and themes that would cover the outcomes within the then NTCF. In 2008 
there was no standardised approach to ESL teaching or to the curriculum 
content. The individualised nature of this approach meant that each school 
would inevitably be teaching what they wanted, when they wanted and 
how they wanted. Further, across the NT it was reported that 27 percent of 
NT teachers had recognised undergraduate and post graduate ESL 
training and that remote and very remote teachers in the NT with post-
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graduate ESL qualifications was 16 percent (Abu-Duhou, McKenna, & 
Howley, 2007). 
To conclude, across the four sites in the Central Western Desert, 
during the data collection period in 2008, there were two NT DoE 
personnel, an ESL and ILSS officer, covering ten very remote schools. 
Across the four sites included within this study there was an adhoc 
approach to ESL teaching with each site employing differing pedagogical 
approaches that developed and covered different curriculum content to 
students. Essentially this period is characterised by a system in which 
there was a lack of coherence in the delivery of ESL strategies and content 
to students.  
Within the NT the majority of the education system in very remote 
communities is geared towards a form of the immersion model 
(Cummins, 2009). The immersion form for many very remote students in 
the NT is one in which they find that they must “sink or swim" and this is 
characterised by classrooms in which there are no specialist teachers or 
support for students, they are effectively “submerged” into the target 
language (Cummins, 2009, p.162). Cummins (2009) demonstrates that 
there is a long history that clearly shows that the most appropriate and 
successful programs support students in their L1 to acquire the target 
language. These education programs are the bilingual and immersion 
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models and this is in marked contrast to the current model that dominates 
the very remote classroom landscape of the NT.  
4.1.5 The data collection process of the 2008 Indigenous Language 
Speaking Student program. 
The development of the 2008 ILSS protocol can be categorised using 
a stage model that involves three phases; primary, secondary and tertiary. 
The primary phase of this initial and descriptive stage was the design of a 
data collection methodology that was developmentally and culturally 
appropriate and sensitive. The secondary phase of the descriptive stage 
involved collecting the data set over ten months from the four Central 
Western Desert communities involved in the study. The tertiary stage of 
the descriptive phase involved converting the digital video files into audio 
files with Batch Audio Converter software. After digital audio conversion 
Olympus DSS digital transcription software was used to transcribe the 
interviews. The secondary and tertiary phases merged together as 
transcripts were provided to schools and teachers prior to the researcher’s 
departure to another community and another round of interviews.  
The primary phase of the descriptive stage entailed a search and 
review of current Australian Education Department practices for the 
assessment and collection of oral language from very remote Indigenous 
children. Subsequent to this review, the author developed an assessment 
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protocol based around one set of four sequenced pictures by Maria Yoong 
(1998) that were used in assessing Indigenous SAE by the Education 
Department of Western Australia (1998, pp.75-78). This assessment 
protocol was developed by the researcher, and reviewed by; Julie Permezel 
(Manager Early Learning Program), Kate Collingburn (Early Years Team, 
Central Australia), Rachel Prior (Sandover Group School), Lawrence Kenny 
(Tanami Group School), Susan Moore (Project Manager, Indigenous 
Languages and Culture) and John Pegg (Education consultant, SOLO = 
Structured Observation of Learning Outcomes). This assessment protocol 
produced a developmentally appropriate and culturally sensitive 
assessment interview process that would remove variations and 
irregularities and create a conformity or uniformity in the ILSS data 
collection process for the first time in the NT. 
The secondary phase of the descriptive stage entailed the collection 
of the data and the development of a standardised assessment ILSS 
protocol for Tanami Group School in 2008, by the researcher. This 
standardised assessment provided a sound and practical methodological 
approach for the collection of the project’s data. A set of four sequenced 
pictures (Yoong, 1998) depicting an Indigenous extended family outing to 
a waterhole became the stimulus set designed to elicit oral/spoken SAE 
from subjects. Around this stimulus picture set the researcher developed a 
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task orientation and task process that was culturally sensitive and 
developmentally appropriate for remote ESL ILSS children and this is the 
elicitation task. 
The interviews in the secondary phase were digitally video recorded 
and this method was chosen to allow participants and teachers to view the 
process and results. This method also allowed participants body language 
to be noted within the tertiary phase of the descriptive stage, the 
transcription of interviews.    
The tertiary phase of the descriptive stage involved transcribing the 
digital videoed interviews. After completing video interviews the digital 
video recordings were given name and date identifications then copied 
and converted into digital audio files using the Batch Audio Converter 
software. Digital audio files were then imported into Olympus DSS digital 
transcription software and transcribed. The transcription process involved 
two steps, oral and visual. Audio recordings were transcribed and then 
printed and this was then followed with a viewing of the original video 
recording. This viewing of the video permitted the addition and inclusion 
of body language notes within the transcripts.  Digital transcripts were 
stored on two separate hard-drives (school servers and ILSS laptop), and 
then the digital transcripts were printed and hardcopies were stored in the 
participants school files. 
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In conclusion, the descriptive stage entailed a primary phase where a 
standardised assessment protocol was designed and developed, followed 
by the secondary phase in which the data was collected and a tertiary 
phase where the data was transcribed. The descriptive stage of the project 
employed multiple samples throughout the secondary and tertiary phases 
as each community received multiple visits over the course of ten months 
and the ILSS children present in the school community were interviewed 
and recorded with their interviews then being transcribed. Each school 
was visited a minimum of four times over the ten month period. The 
descriptive stage of the project has been completed by the researcher 
during their secondment to the Tanami Group School ILSS project for NT 
DET in 2008. 
4.1.6 The 2008 Indigenous Language Speaking Student assessment 
protocol. 
Interview script. Preamble:   
PREAMBLE IS DONE FIRST IN LURITJA, Then REPEAT IN ENGLISH. 
Nygalyu ini Larinya Tjapanangka. Nygalyu nyalarra Amurnturrngu.  
Hello I’m Larry Tjapanangka. I’ve come from Mt Liebig. 
Nygalyu nyuntu ini panya? Nygaku nyuntu walytja ini panya? 
What’s your name? What’s your family name? 
We are going to make a movie with you talking in English.  
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Can you see yourself on the computer? 
This is the camera. This part is the camera and it records the film and this 
part is the microphone and it records the sound. You can look and hold it 
if you like. (Allow child to explore equipment)  
Okay, would you like to start the story and movie.  
I will show you 4 pictures that tell a story.  
We don’t know anything about this story.  
This will be a made up story and we are trying to make the best story we can.  
This movie is going to be about you telling this story and talking in English.  
 (** PRESS RECORD!) Let’s start…here’s the first picture 
 
 
Figure 4.1. ILSS picture story card 1. 
Interview script. Picture 1:  
Can you tell me a story about this picture? 
Is there anything else you want to say about this story? 
 
  
139 
 
 
Figure 4.2. ILSS picture story card 2. 
Interview script. Picture 2  
Can you tell me a story about this picture? 
Is there anything else you want to say about this story? 
Do we look at the next picture? 
 
Figure 4.3. ILSS picture story card 3. 
Interview script Picture 3 
Can you tell me a story about this picture? 
Is there anything else you want to say about this story? 
Do we look at the next picture? 
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Figure 4.4. ILSS picture story card 1. 
Interview script Picture 4  
Can you tell me a story about this picture? 
Is there anything else you want to say about this story? 
That was a good story you told me.  
Do you want to watch your movie now? 
4.1.7 Population and Sample 
 
The data for this study was collected by the researcher for the NT 
DoE in 2008 under the ILSS program. As this data was originally collected 
for a purpose unrelated to this study, access to the data required approval 
from the NT DoE and schools (see section 4.1.5, 4.1.6 and Appendix B) and 
the four communities (See Appendix C). Throughout 2009, permission 
was sought and given from the four communities and schools. In 
December 2009, the Planning, Research and Review unit of the Strategic 
Policy and Performance section of the DoE approved the use of the 
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existing ILSS data to be used within this study [DOC2009/08605; File ref: 
2009/2214].   
The very remote Pintupi/Luritja school children included in this 
study are those that met NT DoE’s guidelines for participation in the 2008 
ILSS program from the four selected very remote communities. There was 
an agreement between the Commonwealth Government and the NT DoE 
that the conditions for participation included being enrolled in Year 1 and 
being at least six years of age (NT DET, 2009a).  
The data consists of transcribed digital video interviews collected 
between March and October 2008. The total corpus of data collected 
during 2008 consists of 54 interviews from 30 participants, providing a 
total of 3 hours 42 minutes and 38 seconds (232 minutes 38 seconds) of 
digital video recordings. Over the course of the data collection period 
from March to October 2008, each participant was scheduled to have at 
least two samples gathered. The first sample was collected between March 
and May of 2008, with another sample collected between September and 
October 2008. However, due to factors like high parent and child mobility, 
as well as cultural and sorry business within these communities, this did 
not prove to be practical as some participants were not present or 
attending school when the ILSS scheduled visits occurred.  
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As the designated ILSS officer for 2008, the researcher visited each 
community at least four times throughout 2008 in an effort to collect as 
many samples as possible from as many participants as possible. 
Consequently, of the thirty children included within this study, ten had 
one sample collected and twenty had two or more samples collected. 
Within the twenty participants with at least two samples, four had three 
samples collected. In total there, were fifty-four transcripts collected from 
thirty children.  
The corpus of data included within this study is to be partitioned 
into three rounds: an initial or first round (collected between March and 
May 2008), and a second and third round (collected between September 
and October 2008). Thus the data within the first round is comprised of 
thirty participants with a total of 138 minutes and 12 seconds of digital 
video recordings (2 hours 18 minutes and 12 seconds). The second round 
covers twenty participants, with a total of 79 minutes and 2 seconds of 
digital video recordings (1 hour 19 minutes and 2 seconds). The data 
within the third round comprises four participants, with a total of 15 
minutes and 24 seconds. 
4.1.8 Anonymity and confidentiality 
 
To ensure the anonymity of the children involved in the project, all 
references to individual identities have been removed from the transcripts. 
  
143 
 
Each set of transcripts from individual subjects was randomly allocated an 
alpha-numeric code; thereby ensuring subjects cannot be identified by 
name. For example two transcripts from a single subject may be coded A1 
and B1, whilst two transcripts from a different subject may be coded A18 
and B18. Further, the random allocation of alpha-numerical coding will 
ensure that children from one community in the project cannot be 
compared with children from another community in the project.  
However, identification of the language group and communities is 
essential in order to meaningfully discuss any impacts of first language 
(Pintupi/Luritja) on second language (SAE) and to ensure that the 
materials developed can be used in the sites to which they are relevant. 
Identification of language groups and sites is standard in all linguistic 
research in Indigenous communities in Australia and indicates a respect 
for the input of participants and the possibility of reciprocity by enabling a 
positive impact of research outcomes on the relevant communities.  
Permission from each of the four Pintupi/Luritja communities and 
the extended family elders of the school students was sought and given 
over a series of community meetings throughout late 2009 and early 2010 
to use the existing 2008 DoE ILSS data. Permission was also sought from 
each of the four communities’ school principals to use the ILSS data 
collected from their sites.  
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4.2 Design of the Study 
This section outlines the design and methodology for this project and 
describes how it links with the data and implications presented in Chapter 
Six. This project is a quantitative study that employed convenience 
sampling for the selection of participants and data (Creswell, 2013). The 
instruments for the coding and analysis of the data were first developed 
by Brown (1973) and Dulay and Burt (1973, 1974), and have undergone 
slight modifications during the 1980s and 1990s. The application of these 
instruments allows a comparison between this study and other 
grammatical morpheme order studies. Previous studies that employed 
this instrumentation provide the numeric scoring criteria and protocols. 
This study employs basic quantitative techniques to examine the data, 
including means as measures of central tendencies. This study also 
examines the variability or variance, standard deviation, and range 
between data sets and other similar studies (Creswell, 2013).  
 Although quantitative in the mixed-method design, this study is 
positioned within a socio-cultural framework and this position recognises 
the inherent importance of language and the inter-relationships of context 
and history. An acknowledgment of the underlying philosophical leanings 
of the researcher is in line with the mixed method and pragmatic approach 
of this study (Baran, 2010; Greene, 2010; Mertens, 2010, Mertens, 2013; 
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Mertens & Hesse-Biber, 2013). Within this mixed method research 
paradigm or construct, the underlying philosophy permeates the study 
and influences the axiology (underlying ethics of the research), ontology 
(the nature of reality), epistemology (knowledge and relationships) and 
methodology (systematic inquiry) of any project (Mertens, 2010; Mertens 
& Hisse-Biber, 2013). 
 The mixed method and pragmatic approach acknowledges that the 
criteria required to determine the suitability of a particular approach are 
dependent upon the aims of the study and researcher. Within the 
pragmatic paradigm, quantitative methods tend to be the primary line of 
inquiry and where necessary, qualitative methods supplement and 
complement the quantitative methods (Mertens & Hesse-Biber, 2013).  
Within a socio-cultural framework, history and context are crucial for 
understanding and this framework can be laid over the construction or 
outline of this project. The first three chapters of this project provide the 
contextual and historical background to this this study. Collectively, the 
first three chapters provide the axiological, ontological and 
epistemological frame for the study. They form the skeleton upon which 
the fourth chapter that describes the methodology is hung. The first three 
chapters set the scene and describe the study, placing it in a social and 
historical context. 
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The fourth chapter outlines the applied methodology, based around 
the approaches from earlier monolingual and bilingual research on the 
development of grammatical morphemes. The fifth chapter is the analysis 
of the data collected, by the researcher for the NT DoE, under the 2008 
ILSS program and describes the processes employed in analysing the data 
set. This includes the systematic examination of the original 2008 ILSS 
transcripts, by the researcher, for errors of omission, commission and 
transmission and time referencing all transcripts from the original video 
and audio files collected in 2008.  
In this initial stage of data analysis, each transcript was checked 
against the original video and audio files four times over a period of 18 
months for any errors with the text and for time referencing transcripts. 
The four verification rounds was an arbitrary decision by the researcher 
that allowed for a cooling off period of time to elapse between each 
verification phase. Each of the four rounds of transcription verification 
was then compared to determine if any errors of omission, commission or 
transmission existed.   
The analysis of the project is divided into three phases and is 
primarily concerned with coding and identification. The first phase in the 
analysis is the identification of the SAE MLUw of the children. The second 
phase of the analysis involves the identification and categorisation of 
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grammatical morphemes. This phase employs the coding and scoring of 
grammatical morphemes in relation to their SOC. The third phase of the 
analysis includes a review of two case studies that allow for the scrutiny of 
idiosyncratic characteristics that may be obscured by the Group Score 
Method (GSM) for determining the ranked order of acquisition for 
grammatical morphemes. 
In summary, the analysis of the data identifies and categorises the 
data set into the necessary elements for interpretation. The first phase 
segregates the data by MLUw and the second phase identifies and scores 
the data for grammatical morphemes. The final phase examines and 
compares the GSM with two case studies. A discussion of the results as 
they relate to the three major questions of this study includes a subsection 
that considers a way forward. 
Table 4.1 Overview of chapters five and six 
Section  Chapter five  Chapter six 
1 Mean Length of Utterance 
by word 
Patterns of progression 
2 Grammatical Morpheme   Parallels with developmental profiles 
3 Case studies Implications  
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4.3: A quantitative framework: Coding and analysis 
4.3.1 Coding utterance boundaries 
The commonly accepted methods for determining utterance 
boundaries or segmentation to mark the end of one utterance and the start 
of another include “intonation contours, pauses greater than two seconds, 
and inhalation” (Parker & Brorson, 2005, p.372). Fiegenbaum (1992) 
describes three basic markers that include rising, falling and rising-falling 
tones for the intonation contours of speech. Augmenting the intonation 
contours is a time-based procedure, whereby pauses of two seconds or 
greater are indicative of a segmentation between utterances (Furrow, 
1992). 
Unfortunately, these commonly accepted utterance segmentation 
methods do not account for the contextual realities of working with 
ESL/EFL very remote Aboriginal students, where it is common for long 
periods of silence within a single utterance. For this reason, in scoring for 
utterance segmentation, periods of silence of two seconds and greater will 
be examined for contextual meaning markers of the surrounding words to 
determine segmentation. For example if and is used immediately prior to a 
period of silence of two seconds or longer, then this utterance will not be 
segmented into two separate utterances as it may indicate a subject’s 
internal EFL cognitive processes searching for the appropriate EFL words 
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to complete the utterance. Therefore an utterance with a period of silence 
two seconds or longer but with and preceding that period of silence these 
utterances shall be scored as one utterance.  
A further anomaly within the ILSS data also relates to the 2 second 
period of silence segmentation of utterances. In some instances a period of 
silence of greater than two seconds will not be preceded by and, however 
the contextual meaning markers would indicate that the words are 
directly related and may be part of the same sentence thought structure. In 
these cases, the two second period of silence marker will apply and these 
utterances will be scored as two separate utterances despite being 
meaningfully related to each other. This distinction relates to the overall 
language and morpheme developmental progression of subjects and their 
use of the word and as subjects who do not use it may in fact be at a lower 
developmental stage than counterparts that employ this particular 
conjunction in their speech. In Table 4.2, the sample demonstrates the 
applied 2 second utterance segmentation marker with lines one and two 
and lines four and five. Table 4.2 also highlights the distinction of the 
preceding and rule for utterance segmentation where line one has 3 words 
and is separated from line two with 6 words, with each being scored as 
distinct utterances due to a two second pause where and does not precede 
the pause. Consequently, under the scoring procedure rule within this 
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study, the utterances are scored as separate (See Appendix A for a sample 
of MLU segmentation).  
Table 4.2. Utterance segmentation 
Line Start   Stop words utterances 
1 3:02 Ah him ball  3:05 3 1 
2 3:07 and dogs goin in da watar 3:11 6 1 
3 3:14 and  3:15 1  
4 3:16 dis one looks and dis one. 3:19 6 1 
5 3:26 Um happy 3:28 1  
6 3:29 An jumping 3:31 2 1 
 
4.3.2 Coding Mean Length of Utterance (MLU) 
 
There has been an evolution in the variety of methods used to 
determine the length of children’s utterances. This evolution began with 
the Mean Length of Response (MLR) developed by Nice in 1925, where 
the total number of words is divided by the total number of utterances to 
calculate of a child’s stage of language development. The idea of MLR 
evolved over time into MLUw. Other methods for calculating the MLU of 
a child included MSL, in which only two or more words were counted in 
the calculation, and the Mean Length of Utterances in syllables (MLUs) 
where the measurement was determined by dividing the total number of 
syllables by the total number of utterances (Parker & Brorson, 2005). In the 
publication A First language: The early stages by Roger Brown (1973) a 
different method for calculating the MLU was proposed. The Mean 
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Length of Utterance in morphemes (MLUm) was suggested as a more 
appropriate measure. It is computed by dividing the total number of 
morphemes by the total number of utterances. 
4.3.3 MLUm 
 
Calculating MLUm first involves taking each utterance and counting 
the number of morphemes in the utterance, based on the criteria for 
scoring developed by Brown (1973). For example, scoring an extract from 
sample B25 for MLUm is demonstrated in Table 4.3. 
Table 4.3 MLUm sample calculations. 
Here a woman dog walu walu     
1 + 1 + 1 + 1 + 1 + 0+     = 5 
This one please        
1 + 1 + 1        = 3 
Yeah          
1 +          = 1 
Kick- ing foot- ball       
1 + 1 + 1+ 1 +       = 4 
Up and water foot- ball splash water go- ing  
1 + 1 + 1 + 1 + 1 + 1 + 1 + 1 + 1+  = 9 
Total = 22 
 
In the above example, there is a total of 22 morphemes. To determine 
the MLUm, the number of morphemes (22) is divided by the number of 
utterances (5). Thus the MLUm of this sample extract is 22 divided by 5, 
which equals 4.4. 
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4.3.5 MLUm versus MLUw 
 
In comparing the effectiveness of MLUm and MLUw, Parker and 
Brorson (2005) examined forty language transcripts from the Child 
Language Data Exchange System (CHILDES) (MacWhinney, 2000) of 
English-speaking children aged from 3.0 to 3.10 years. Subjects were 
divided into two equal groups of twenty, ranging from 3.0 to 3.5 years of 
age and 3.6 to 3.10 years of age, with an equal gender distribution across 
the groups. The findings from Parker and Brorson’s (2005) study “suggest 
that the number of utterances needed to calculate MLUw is somewhat 
arbitrary” (p. 371), as “the correlation between MLUm and MLUw was 
almost perfect” (p. 373). Therefore MLUw is as effective as MLUm in 
evaluating language development and is perhaps “a more reliable 
measure of gross language development than MLUm due to the fact that 
arbitrary decisions regarding morpheme assignment are eliminated” (p. 
374). With the decision to score MLU by word rather than morpheme, 
many of the distinctions and rules outlined by Brown (1973) for scoring 
MLUm are not applicable for the determination of MLUw. 
4.3.6 Coding MLU sample sizes 
 
The issue of a sample size of 100 utterances as outlined by Brown 
(1973) becomes problematic when applied to the ILSS data utilised in this 
study. The difficulty is the oral language sample sizes of very remote EFL 
  
153 
 
speakers and that due to a number of contextual constraints, these sample 
sizes do not reach 100 utterances per subject. The mean sample sizes of the 
2008 ILSS data outlined in Table 4.5 below clearly show that the mean 
does not reach the 100 utterance threshold set by Brown (1973). 
Table 4.4. Utterances by round 
 Participants Minimum Maximum Total Mean 
Round 1  30 6 43 689 22.96 
Round 2  20 2 34 407 20.35 
Round 3  4 16 26 93 23.25 
 
It has been noted that commonly “the literature recommends using 
50-100 utterances in order to gain a representative sample” for MLUm 
(Parker & Brorson, 2005, p. 271). A study by Brorson and Dewey (2005), 
however, demonstrated that sample sizes could be as low as 10 utterances 
and there appeared to be no significant difference between scores for 10 
utterances and those comprising 100 utterances. Consequently these 
findings suggest that the number of utterances needed to compute a 
subject’s MLU is a subjective or arbitrary distinction and that a lower 
number of utterances do not affect a subject’s MLU score. Supporting this 
study is Casby’s (2011) examination of differing sample sizes from the 
same subject to ascertain if the MLUw of the subject altered, depending on 
the sample size. Casby (2011) reviewed sample lengths ranging from 10 to 
150 utterances and determined that smaller sample sizes than the typically 
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recommended 50 to 100 can be employed to reliably determine a subject’s 
MLUw.  
4.3.4 Coding and scoring grammatical morphemes 
 
Coding and scoring the MLUm and grammatical morphemes usually 
follows Brown’s (1973) criteria. He outlined nine rules for scoring MLUm, 
which are listed in Table 4.5. 
 
Table 4.5. Brown’s (1973) Rules for scoring MLUm (p. 54). 
1 Start with the 2nd page of the transcription and count the first 100 utterances. 
2 Only fully transcribed utterances are to be used. 
3 Include all exact utterance repetitions. Repetitions are counted once except 
where the word is used for emphasis count each occurrence. 
4 Do not count fillers like mmm or oh but do count no, yeah and hi 
5 Compound words, proper names and ritualised reduplications count as 
single words 
6 All irregular pasts of verbs count as one (got, did, went, saw). 
7 All diminutives count as one (doggie, mummy). 
8 All auxiliaries count as separate morphemes (is, have, will, can, must, would). 
Count as separate morphemes all inflections like possessives (s), plural (s), 
third person singular (s), regular past (d), progressive (ing). 
9 The range count follows the above rules but is always calculated for the 
total transcription rather than for 100 utterances. 
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4.3.7 Coding grammatical morphemes for suppliance in obligatory 
contexts 
 
As defined by Brown (1973), the notion of obligatory contexts for 
supplying grammatical morphemes is particularly noteworthy and 
provides researchers with an opportunity to mark their suppliance or 
absence by a child. Brown (1973) remarks that: 
This is because the grammatical morphemes are obligatory in 
certain contexts, and so one can set an acquisition criterion 
not simply in terms of output but in terms of output where 
required. Each obligatory context can be regarded as a kind 
of test item, which the child passes by supplying the required 
morpheme or fails by supplying none or one that is not 
correct. This performance measure, the percentage of 
morphemes supplied in obligatory contexts, should not be 
dependent on the topic of conversation or the character of the 
interaction (p. 255). 
 
Consequently, Brown (1973) scores grammatical morphemes on their 
inclusion or exclusion in obligatory contexts. Prior to this, Brown (1973) 
stated that the only researcher to apply this particular criteria was Cazden 
(1968). In determining an acquisition point, Brown (1973) cites and applies 
the standard established by Cazden (1968) as the point of acquisition being 
“the first speech sample of three, such that in all three, the inflection is 
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supplied in at least 90 percent of the contexts in which it is clearly 
required” (p. 435). 
However, within ESL grammatical morpheme studies, an adapted 
approach by Dulay and Burt (1973, 1974) is generally applied as the 
method for determining an acquisition criterion, the exceptions being 
Hakuta (1976) and Cameron and Lee (1999). The ESL longitudinal study 
by Hakuta (1976) replicated the English as a first language scoring criteria 
of Brown (1973) and De Villiers and De Villiers (1973), whilst the ESL 
longitudinal study by Cameron and Lee (1999) coded a morpheme as 
present if it was supplied correctly once at each sample stage.  
The ESL cross-sectional study by Rosansky (1976) and the 
longitudinal study by Shin and Milroy (1999) employed the adapted 
scoring method of Dulay and Burt (1973, 1974) and it is this method that 
will be applied within this study, as this enables a concise and clear 
comparison of the results to be made. It is of note that Dulay and Burt 
(1973) do not mention the 90 percent threshold for acquisition and did not 
include this criterion in their study, rather they adapted the notion of SOC, 
and computed the obligatory occasions “by means of a ratio...where the 
denominator indicated the total number of obligatory occasions] of a 
morpheme [across all children...and the numerator was the sum of the 
scores obtained for each obligatory occasion” (p.254).  
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As explained in Chapter 3, SOC is a method developed by Brown 
(1973) for determining the required grammatical morphemes for an 
utterance to be grammatically correct and then scoring these utterances 
based on whether all necessary grammatical morphemes have been 
supplied or not. In determining the threshold for acquisition, a 
computation for all occasions of a particular grammatical morpheme was 
applied, whereby the total number of obligatory occasions for a particular 
grammatical morpheme was divided by the number of actual or 
malformed morphemes present across all of the samples. The resulting 
computation revealed the ratio of required from actual grammatical 
morphemes. This computation determines the acquisition point and 
resultant acquisition hierarchy. 
This procedure was altered in Dulay and Burt’s (1974) study, with an 
inclusion of multiplying the resulting quotient by 100, being termed the 
GSM. Grammatical morphemes were “then ranked according to a 
decreasing group score to yield a sequence of acquisition” (p. 45).  Within 
this study Dulay and Burt (1974) employed two other methods for 
analyses: the Group Means Method (GMM), that excluded particular 
morphemes from samples with fewer than three obligatory occasions 
within a sample, and the SAI, which replaced MLU as an acquisition index 
but did retain the 90 percent acquisition threshold. The difference between 
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the two methods (the SAI and MLU scoring procedures) is that one point 
is scored for a malformed morpheme. Scoring for the malformed 
morphemes recognises that to not score for these incorrectly formed 
morphemes is “inappropriate for older children learning a second 
language” (p. 47).  
Within this study, the grammatical morpheme GSM of Dulay and 
Burt (1973, 1974) will be employed. This is particularly important as it will 
allow this study to be related to the findings of other studies that are 
methodologically similar (Dulay & Burt, 1973, 1974; Rosansky, 1976; Wode 
et l., 1978; Shin & Milroy, 1999). Therefore with each item being treated as 
a test, it will be scored as follows: 
No morpheme supplied   = 0 
Malformed morpheme supplied  = 1 
Correct morpheme supplied  = 2 
 
The formula used to calculate the SOC is as follows (Pica, 1983, p. 
474). 
  n correct suppliance in   n malformation in 
  obligatory context         X 2    + obligatory context     X 1 
SOC = --------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Total obligatory contexts X 2 
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Table 4.6. Coding and scoring grammatical morphemes. 
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 Obligatory Context 2  1 1 0 1     2 0 2 1   0 1     
 4  2 1 0 1     4 0 4 1   0 1     
Total Obligatory 
Contexts 
4  2 1 0 1     4 0 4 1   0 1     
 
Within Table 4.6, the sentences in italics represent the anticipated 
grammatical construction of the sentence directly above it in the table.  
Examining the sample sentence “ah him getting ball” (ah he was getting 
the ball) in Table 4.6, ah is not coded as noted in Brown’s (1973) Rules for 
scoring (Table 4.5) and him is coded as the third person singular rather 
than the regular past tense of the pronoun case which is not required and 
is thus malformed and scores 1. Similarly in “and dogs goin in da water” 
(and the dogs are going in the water), dogs has been coded as the plural 
which is malformed and is a required copula. Whilst in has been coded as 
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a preposition that is malformed as the grammatically correct formation of 
the sentence requires the preposition into rather than in be used in this 
instance.  
4.3.8 Coding grammatical morphemes 
 
Within this study, eleven grammatical morphemes are examined. 
This limitation has been set to allow later comparative analyses with other 
ESL grammatical morpheme studies that examine the same or similar 
grammatical morphemes (Dulay & Burt, 1973, 1974; Hakuta, 1976; 
Rosansky, 1976; Shin & Milroy, 1999). This restriction does not limit a 
comparison with the English as a first language study by Brown (1973) or 
with NT DoE’s Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua. 
The eleven grammatical morphemes to be examined and scored in 
this study employ the coding and scoring criteria as shown in Shin & 
Milroy’s (1999) study, with the addition of prepositions and exclusion of 
conjunctions. They are as follows:  
1. Pronouns: are scored for correct case-marking whenever they 
appear. For example in subject position (he, she, they, we, I), in 
indirect or direct object position (him, her, them, us, me), and 
immediately following prepositions. It and you are not scored for 
position, as the form remains the same in all positions. 
2. Article: both a and the are combined. 
3. Copula (be): singular and plural as well as the present and past 
copula and contractible and uncontractible are combined. 
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4. Progressive: -ing both the past and present forms are combined. 
5. Plurals: only short plurals are included. 
6. Auxiliary (be): present and past, singular and plural forms and 
contractible and uncontractible are combined. 
7. Past regular: all forms are included. 
8. Past irregular: only the main verbs like ate, got, fell and went are 
included, Where a subject uses goed the past irregular is scored as 
malformed. 
9. Possessive: possessive markers for nouns and pronouns are 
combined. 
10. Third person singular: when a singular noun or pronoun is in the 
subject position and was immediately followed by a verb. Does 
and has when used as main verbs are not included. 
11. Prepositions – in, on, into, for  
 
It can be difficult to distinguish between the copula and the 
auxiliary, as they are a form of the verb to be and they both include is, am, 
are, was, were, be and been. The trick is determining between the two forms. 
The clearest explanation is that the auxiliary is used with a lexical verb 
and the copula serves as the main verb. Simply put, the auxiliary is a 
‘helping’ verb that links a noun with an action and the copula is a linking 
verb that links a subject with information that does not describe action. 
 In Table 4.6 (Sample A11) we can see the use of both forms of the 
auxiliary and the copula. The auxiliary form is demonstrated within the 
second sentence ‘da dog is going in da water’ (the dog is going in the 
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water) with is between a noun (dog) and the action (going in the water). The 
copula form is shown in the first segment of the first sentence ‘there is the 
dere’s em, dere’s um day going for picnic’ (There is a family and they are 
going on a picnic). Here is links the adverb (there) with a noun (family). 
4.3.9 Coding conclusion 
 
In conclusion, this study will segment utterances based on a 2 second 
pause, however, utterances with a pause 2 seconds and greater that are 
preceded with the conjunction and will be scored as a single utterance.  In 
determining the MLU of samples, MLUw is applied over MLUm as there 
is no statistical or salient difference between these two coding styles and 
MLUw removes many of the arbitrary decisions needed to code for 
MLUm. The issue of sample sizes has been removed as recent research 
shows that the sample size to determine MLU can be as low as 10 
utterances. Scoring for the suppliance of grammatical morphemes in their 
obligatory occasions will employ the ESL GSM developed by Dulay and 
Burt (1973, 1974) as this will allow for a broader comparison with other 
methodologically similar ESL grammatical morpheme studies. It does not, 
however, exclude a comparison with English as a first language 
grammatical morpheme studies or with NT DoE’s Diagnostic Net T-2 
Continua. 
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 It is of particular note that this study will not exclude any bilingual 
samples from the data set. The inclusion of instances of the use of first 
language by participants will be recorded within the results and findings. 
This inclusion is expected to provide a fuller picture of the acquisition 
processes and transition between first and second language for these 
unique EFL very remote Aboriginal learners. The use of their first 
language within samples required the expert advice and counsel of an of 
external auditor who has worked with this Aboriginal language group for 
more than fifty years and has authored numerous texts and dictionaries 
for this language group.  
4.4 Instrumentation 
This section reviews the underlying reliability built into the study 
and then examines the methodological and analytical limitations. It then 
weighs the generalisability of the results to other contexts and first 
language groups. 
4.4.1 Reliability 
 
In factoring for trustworthiness with the scoring and coding of the 
grammatical morphemes, this study employed an external auditor 
(Hitchcock & Hughes, 1995). The researcher approached and recruited 
Ken Hansen, a specialist linguist with extensive knowledge on Aboriginal 
languages. He has spent more than fifty years working with the 
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Pintupi/Luritja people of the Central Western desert region and has 
published a number of papers and two Pintupi/Luritja dictionaries.  
Inter-rater reliability is established through this external audit that 
included coding and scoring a set of randomly selected transcripts to 
ascertain the MLUw and the range, type and function of grammatical 
morphemes. The external audit in the coding and scoring processes 
examined twelve random samples from the sample set of 54 transcripts. 
The external auditor examined these 12 samples for utterance 
segmentation and MLU, and for the coding and scoring of the eleven 
grammatical morphemes included within this study. All other aspects of 
transcription, segmentation, coding and scoring were performed by the 
author. 
4.4.2 Limitations of the study 
 
This section will outline and discuss the limitations and 
generalisability of the project. The discussion on limitations includes the 
data, design, methodology and analyses of this study. The discussion on 
design will include the population sample and the selected data set. The 
examination of the methodology will outline the data collection design 
and procedures and includes an outline of the analytical limitations of the 
data. 
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The data set for this project was collected in 2008 under the NT DoE 
ILSS program and has been limited to thirty very remote Year One 
Pintupi/Luritja children from four linguistically homogenous 
communities. Generally, ESL/EFL grammatical morpheme order studies 
are designed by researchers to include the collection of data, however this 
study, similar to Dulay and Burt’s (1973) first study, employs data that 
was originally collected for another purpose. Dulay and Burt’s (1973) 
study utilised data collected by them for state schools to determine the 
ESL proficiency of their students and not to determine the development of 
grammatical morphemes.   
Similarly, the 2008 ESL ILSS data used within this study were 
initially intended for another analytical use. The primary analytical 
purpose of the 2008 ILSS data was to ensure participants met the program 
guidelines through monitoring the SAE oracy of participants over the 
course of one year. This data was collected for a comparative analysis by 
myself against the NCTF ESL Speaking and Listening outcomes and their 
indicators. The 2008 ILSS data is genuinely representative of the SAE 
speech of very remote Aboriginal children and reviewing rather than 
duplicating existing data is appropriate in this research context. 
The methodology for the collection of the data set may limit the 
generalisability of results and restrict the analysis of the data set. The 
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methodological limitations are a reference to the 2008 ILSS data collection 
procedures used in this project that appear to be contrary to generally 
accepted ESL research techniques and design. For example, within the 
ILSS elicitation method, no particular aspect of language was specifically 
targeted in the data collection.  
In ESL research into grammatical morpheme order acquisition 
twelve ESL morpheme order studies between 1973 and 1996 used the 
BSM, the SLOPE test or the MAT-SEA-CAL Oral Proficiency test to 
encourage and promote discourse. Each approach was specially designed 
to elicit the specific type of language under investigation (Goldschneider 
& DeKeyser, 2001). However, criticisms of this structured elicitation 
technique suggest that these “standardised tests generally require artificial 
language usage in which structured responses are expected” (Butler, 1992, 
cited by Parker & Brorson, 2005, p. 367) and therefore the results for 
spontaneous language samples may differ.  
As such, this study can be seen as a bridge between spontaneous and 
structured elicitation techniques. It was apparent during the ILSS task 
design phase that the assessment method required a balanced approach as 
structured approaches resulted in little dialogue and spontaneous 
approaches caused little English to be spoken.  
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Consequently, a semi-structured approach produced results that 
were favourable to the production of English by these very remote ESL 
children. It must be acknowledged that the ILSS assessment protocol and 
picture set are untried in this specific research context and were never 
intended as an analysis tool for the acquisition of grammatical 
morphemes.  
Therefore the ILSS protocol is not specifically designed to elicit 
specific grammatical morphemes as the questions within the protocol 
were deliberately left open. In previous iterations during the ILSS trial 
process in which children were questioned students responded with 
monosyllable yes or no answers. Consequently the underlying design of 
the ILSS protocol may not prompt students to provide all of the 
grammatical morphemes under investigation within this study. 
Another important limitation of the data set is revealed in the 
diminishing cohort size over each data collection period. The decreased 
cohort size between each collection period can, without explicit 
acknowledgement, provide readers with a misleading picture of the 
Group Score Method as this method aggregates results. This inherent bias 
is countered with the inclusion of two case studies of students that 
participated in all three collection periods across 2008. Further attempts to 
counter this inherent bias can be found in Table 5.2 which provides a clear 
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breakdown of the eleven grammatical morphemes by collection period 
and their results, rather than the combined GSM ranked order method.   
4.4.3 Generalisability 
 
This research project is limited to one Aboriginal language group of 
the Central Western Desert region, the Pintupi/Luritja, for two reasons. 
The first is to reduce the diversity of first language (L1) and to be able to 
identify and limit any influence first language may have on the 
production of the oral SAE of these EFL learners. The second reason for 
limiting the data set to the Pintupi/Luritja language group was a practical 
application of geography and employment. The researcher has lived and 
worked within one of these four NT Pintupi/Luritja communities for more 
than ten years for the NT DET and has established strong connections 
throughout this cluster of very remote communities. 
The limited diversity of Aboriginal languages included within the 
project is expected to reduce the overall generalisability of the results of 
the project. However, Heffernan & Heffernan (2005) note that the first 
language of the project’s participants has “vocabulary and grammatical 
peculiarities…found in” (p. 3) two other bordering Aboriginal language 
groups of the Central Western Desert region. Consequently, the early oral 
SAE profile or model of progression developed by this project could be 
utilised by teachers and other stakeholders involved in the delivery of 
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education in five very remote Pintupi/Luritja communities in the NT and 
at least 2 very remote Pintupi/Luritja communities in Western Australia. 
Further, the results of this study can be expanded to include at least two 
other neighbouring Central Australian Aboriginal language groups that 
have similar characteristics.  
Finally, the research design for EFL assessment and the study’s 
findings may have implications for education and linguistic work in other 
remote and very remote Aboriginal communities throughout Australia, as 
recent research on language by Deutscher (2010) has revealed that,  
The demonstrable impact of language on thinking is very 
different from what was touted in the past. In particular, 
no evidence has come to light that our mother tongue 
imposes limits on our intellectual horizons and constrains 
our ability to understand concepts or distinctions used in 
other languages. The real effects of the mother tongue are 
rather the habits that develop through frequent use of 
certain ways of expression. The concepts we are trained 
to treat as distinct, the information our mother tongue 
continuously forces us to specify, the details it requires us 
to be attentive to, and the repeated associations it 
imposes on us – all these habits of speech can create 
habits of mind that affect more than merely the 
knowledge of language itself (p. 234). 
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This insight by Deutscher (2010) may have implications on the notion 
of generalisability for second language learners in that although a 
speaker’s first language does influence their modes or styles of thinking, it 
does not affect a learner’s ability to appreciate and comprehend the 
nuances of a second language. Despite these grammatical nuances being 
embedded within the idea of habits of mind, an awareness of, and close 
attention to, particular grammatical morphemes and grammatical 
structures that may be different or not present in their first language are 
the first steps in learning another language.   
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Vignette 5: Culture. I am learning all the time. I am going to tell you two stories related 
to the mountain in the pictures below. This is Amunturrngu. I don’t like calling it Mt. 
Liebig, it 
doesn’t do its 
magnificence 
justice. These 
stories may 
help you to 
understand 
how people out here think about ‘country’. I was talking with an Arrernte man at the 
start of the year, telling him about my upcoming absence from the community for 6 
months to complete this PhD. He listened 
and said “Larry, that mountain it sings us, 
sings you, sings me, sings all that see. You 
see Larry. You been here a long time now. 
When you sit quietly and see that 
mountain. When the sun comes and goes. If 
you listen you can hear it. Singing us, 
healing us, calling us, we can’t go it sings 
for us. You’ll see you’ll be back.  
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It was a few years ago 
when we had fires raging 
across the country. It was 
very smoky and visibility 
was really low. Anyway I 
was sitting with some 
women (I can do this 
because I am tjulkara – 
white). Anyway, I am sitting and I can feel a melancholy from these women. After a 
while one of them says to me, “that mountain is tjiluru (sad) Larry.” I am surprised, as 
I’ve been here a while and have never thought about a mountain having feelings, but 
to them it is perfectly natural. I sit quietly and wait. I have learned sometimes not to be 
English and ask but just to wait. After a while she tells me that the mountain and the 
people are sad Larry. It cries for its friend. “Every day they see each other, for all time, 
they see each other.” She is talking about the mountain range that runs parallel to 
Amunturrngu. She is telling me that because of the smoke and because we can’t see 
both mountain ranges then the mountains must be sad because each day they see and 
call to each other. It occurred to me later that day that each day I am learning more 
about them and about myself.  
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Chapter 5 - Results and findings 
 
This chapter presents the results and findings from this study. It is 
divided into three discrete sections. The first section examines the results 
of utterance lengths, determined using MLUw, and opens with a synopsis 
of the samples. The second section explores the results for the eleven 
grammatical morphemes under investigation and their ranked results by 
the GSM and by MLUw. The third section presents case studies of two 
very remote aboriginal children who each provided three oral samples 
over the investigation period. These case studies are an examination of the 
results on a micro-level and reveal the idiosyncratic complexity of the 
development of SAE by these unique students. These two case studies 
provide an avenue to examine results that are not influenced by the 
limitations of the GSM. 
5.1 Results of utterance lengths using MLUw 
5.1.1 Synopsis  
 
This section begins with a synopsis of the samples collected under the 
ILSS program. The ILSS data was collected as part of a Commonwealth 
Government project to chart the effectiveness of an intervention program 
to improve the oral SAE of Year 1 Indigenous school students. The 2008 
ILSS assessment protocol developed by myself, Tanami Group School 
communities and the Indigenous Language and Culture (ILC) section of 
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the NT DoE was the first standardised language assessment employed by 
this program in the NT and was used to chart student progress through 
the NT English as an ESL Curriculum Framework.  
The 2008 ILSS data, through this study, can offer valuable insights into 
the development of the oral language capabilities of these very remote 
Aboriginal school children over an eight-month period. However the main 
benefit of this study is the close and nuanced description of progress that 
it provides, which is not possible with the instruments currently available 
to teachers. 
Overall, the investigation collected 3 hours 42 minutes and 38 
seconds from 54 transcribed digital video interviews conducted between 
March and October 2008. The data was collected over three rounds during 
this period. Round one comprised 30 child participants with a total of 138 
minutes and 12 seconds of recordings (2 hours 18 minutes and 12 
seconds). Round two consisted of 20 child participants with 79 minutes 
and 2 seconds of interviews (1 hour 19 minutes and 2 seconds). Round 
three included four child participants with a total of 15 minutes and 24 
seconds of interviews. Across the 3 rounds, there were a total of 2997 
words across 1189 utterances from the 54 samples taken.  The data will be 
examined as a complete larger set across the cohort of children using the 
GSM and as a smaller set using two case studies. The selection of the two 
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case studies is limited to the four children that provided three samples 
each over the collection period. The two candidates that provide the 
widest possible age spread will be purposively sampled (Palinkas, 
Horwitz, Green, Wisdom, Duan, and Hoagwood, 2013). This dual 
examination of the data allows for a more complete outline of 
development as it encompasses the group and the individual. 
Breaking this down by sample round shows that in round one, with 
30 children, there were 1509 words and 689 utterances. Within round one, 
the shortest response from a child was 6 words and the longest response 
was 174 words. The lowest number of utterances was 6 and the highest 
number of utterances was 43, this was the range of the results. In round 
two, with 20 children, there were 1168 words and 407 utterances. The 
range for round two was from 3 to 181 words and 2 to 34 utterances. In 
round three, with four children, there were 320 words and 93 utterances. 
The range for round three was from 20 to 136 words and 16 to 26 
utterances. With the collection of data occurring over four sites that are 
separated by more than 500 kilometres, there was a break between 
samples being collected of no less than two months and no more than 
three months for each child. It is generally accepted that over the course of 
any longitudinal study, the utterance lengths of participating children 
should increase in length and complexity.  
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The diminishing size of the data set over the three collection periods 
does not prohibit a detailed analysis or comparison of these results with 
other studies. Missing participants are a widespread and common issue 
for many longitudinal studies and whilst the number of children missing 
increased with each collection, it does not affect the overall validity of the 
results (Davison & Hammer, 2012). Although it should be again noted that 
this tends to weigh the aggregated GSM results towards the data 
collection rounds with the higher participant numbers. The high mobility 
of very remote Aboriginal families is the result of cultural and contextual 
factors and this trend of fluidity is commonly experienced on a daily basis 
by very remote teachers and is another feature of this education context. 
Throughout this results section any of the grammatical morphemes that 
had no obligatory contexts are excluded and not listed to indicate their 
total absence.   
5.1.2 MLUw results 
 
This section examines the MLUw results, beginning with a summary 
of the MLUw upper and lower target values presenting data on the 
percentages of samples within and outside of Brown’s (1973) five MLU 
stages. This is followed by details of the results from each of the three 
collection rounds, then descriptions of the MLUw and age findings. It was 
Brown who noticed in the development of English-speaking skills that one 
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major developmental path is the MLUm. Further, Brown noted that within 
this pathway, certain grammatical morphemes are more apparent than 
others in each of the MLU Stages. Brown also developed a system for 
tracking this developmental pathway, beginning with Stage I, in which 
children use sentences that are between 1 to 2 words in length, and ending 
with Stage V, where children are using sentences of up to 4 words in 
length.  
As detailed in chapter 4, the application of Brown’s MLU Stages 
required modification, with the upper and lower target values being set at 
an equidistant values between each Stage. Target value for MLU Stages 
were established by Brown for his data range, however these did not cover 
the entire spectrum between set values, rather they only covered those 
points between variables from his data set. The results of these set values 
for each collection round and totals are provided in Table 5.1.  
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Table 5.1. Target value ranges for the MLUw  
MLUw Below I II III IV V above Total  
R1  16 5 1 3 1 1 3 30 
R1 % 53.3 16.6 3.3 10 3.3 3.3 10  
 
R2  4 5 4 4 1 0 2 20 
 R2 % 20 25 20 20 5 0 10  
 
R3  1 0 1 0 0 1 1 4 
 R3 % 25 0 25 0 0 25 25  
 
Totals  21 10 6 7 2 2 6 54 
%  39 18 11 13 4 4 11  
R = round. 
* adapted from Brown’s (1973) Mean Length of Utterance in Morphemes Stages 
Examining the results by collection round demonstrates that in 
round one, 63% of the children fell outside of the target values, with 53% 
below and 10% above. In round two, 30% of children fell outside of the 
target values, with 20% below and 10% above. Round three had 50% of 
children outside of the target values, with 25% below and 25% above.  
Round one had three MLUw stages, with only one utterance sample 
(Stage II, IV and V). Round two had one stage with one utterance sample 
(Stage IV) and one with no utterance samples (Stage V). Round three had 
no utterance samples from three Stages and a single utterance sample 
from two Stages. To conclude, round one had utterance samples for all 
Stages, round two had no utterance samples from Stage V and round three 
has no utterance samples from Stages I, III and IV. The low number of 
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utterance samples for the upper MLUw ranges suggests that many of 
these very remote Aboriginal children are not yet operating at these upper 
and developmentally more sophisticated MLUw levels.  
The total percentages are given in Figure 5.1. These reveal that over 
the three collection periods, an equivalent of 50% of utterance samples 
were within the five MLUw Stages, and 50% were outside of them. Of the 
utterance samples that fell outside of the five MLU Stages, 39% were 
below Stage I and 11% are above Stage V. Of the 50% of utterance samples 
within the five MLUw Stages, the bulk, that is 42%, were within the first 
three Stages, with 8% of utterance samples in the upper two Stages. 
Notably, figure 5.1 reveals that the majority of these very remote 
Aboriginal children (81%) are operating at a MLUw between 1.00 and 3.12, 
with only a small proportion (19%) of the children demonstrating the 
upper MLUw ranges of 3.13 and above.  
 
Figure 5.1. Mean Length of Utterance by Word Stages by percentage value. 
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The MLUw mean range for all of the children across the three 
collection rounds is shown in Figure 5.2. Examination of the MLUw 
results by collection round in Figure 5.2 shows that in round one, the 30 
children had a MLUw range from 1.00 to 7.16, with a mean of 2.19. In 
round two, the 20 children sampled had a MLUw ranging from 1.14 to 
7.54, with a mean of 2.86. The four children in round three had a MLUw 
ranging from 1.25 to 5.23, with a mean of 3.44. As expected, the overall 
MLUw mean by collection round demonstrates an upward trend over 
time. As children become more proficient users of language, it is widely 
accepted that the normal course of development over an extended period 
will be that of an upward trend that is shown through a greater 
complexity of language type, usage and understanding.  
 
Figure 5.2 MLUw mean by round. 
Figure 5.3 shows the MLUw results for 20 individual children with 
two samples across the first and second rounds of collection. The results 
show a majority of children with increasing and a minority with slightly 
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decreasing MLUw scores. These results fell within the expected spectrum 
of MLU results and conformed to the u-shaped development found within 
MLU studies that were first observed by Brown (1973) and subsequently 
affirmed by other studies (Ellis, 2009). The presence of increasing and 
decreasing results reflects where individual children are in the U-shaped 
trend associated with development. This means that overall, children 
show a sustained upward trend in MLUw over time. However, within this 
upward trend, there were periods of consolidation where individual 
children also showed a decline in MLUw before a further upward trend 
appeared. 
Of the 20 children who had at least two samples collected in rounds one 
and two, 16 displayed an increase in their MLUw over time. By contrast, 
four children displayed a decrease in their MLUw over time. The four 
children who displayed results not consistent with an increasing MLUw 
over time may have been exhibiting micro-idiosyncratic developmental 
regression based on where they were at in the developmental continuum. 
The developmental continuum is not a linear upward trend but rather, 
as first noted by Brown (1973), is a U-shape with progress involving 
periods of regression or consolidation. Therefore it may be a matter of 
timing in the collection of data for the children not displaying an 
increasing MLUw over time. The decreasing scores may reflect children 
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within the downward trend of the U-shaped developmental curve, with 
the upward trend not captured due to the timing of the data collection.  
As children were tracked from the beginning of May to the end of 
October 2008, the longitudinal collection period has captured children 
within different phases of the u-shaped developmental curve, with most 
children with more than one sample showing upward trends and others 
exhibiting a combination of downward and upward MLUw trends. A 
longer period of data collection that encompasses more than two years 
should demonstrate a sustained increase in MLUw development for all 
children, however that design was not possible in this current study. 
 
Figure 5.3. Mean Length of Utterance of Word for children with two samples from 
collection rounds 1 and 2. 
Figure 5.4 shows the relationship between MLUw and age for all 
subjects across the three collection periods and appears to demonstrate no 
overall group link between the age of subjects and the MLUw. This is 
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apparent as subjects of the same age presented differences in MLUw. For 
example, the six subjects at 76 months of age had a MLUw range that 
included 1.18, 1.20, 1.65, 2.83, 2.85 and 7.25. This clearly suggests that the 
expected relationship between age and MLU found to exist with English 
first language learners does not easily transpose itself to children learning 
English as second or third language. 
 
Figure 5.4. Mean Length of Utterance by Word and Children’s age in months. 
5.1.4 MLUw Conclusions 
 
A major finding related to the MLUw of these very remote 
Aboriginal children is the MLUw rates. The majority of the very remote 
Aboriginal children in this study were clearly operating within the lower 
MLUw ranges, with 81% beneath Stage IV. Interestingly, 39% of the 
samples fell below Stage I, with children ranging in age from seventy to 
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eighty eight months (5 years and 8 months to 7 years and 3 months). 
Studies that reported both the MLU and age indicate that there is a 
relationship between age and MLU that does diminish as children age. 
However, they also note and report that there are wide variations in the 
patterns of development within and across children (Brown, 1973; De 
Villiers & De Villiers, 1973; James & Kahn, 1982; Wieczorek, 2010; Qi, 
Kaiser, Marley & Milan, 2012). This study reveals that these very remote 
Aboriginal children are older, yet exhibit lower MLU rates than the other 
studies (Brown, 1973; De Villiers & De Villiers, 1973; James & Kahn, 1982; 
Balason & Dollaghan, 2002.) 
In conclusion, there were MLUw differentials or individuation 
within and between first and second language learners of English and for 
these very remote Pintupi/Luritja children there was no evidence to 
support a relationship between age and MLU at any stage of MLU 
development. There are many variables that influence these very remote 
Aboriginal children’s ESL development and output. Within this context, 
an appropriate method to observe and record the early ESL development 
is a system that monitors the MLUw of these children rather than one 
based on child’s chronological age. Once early language learners reach the 
upper stages of MLUw, then a more appropriate form of language 
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assessment would be to chart the grammatical morpheme production and 
usage of language learners. 
5.2 Grammatical Morphemes 
 
This section discusses the grammatical morpheme results using the 
GSM and examines them by total and by MLUw. Charting the types and 
frequency of grammatical morphemes used by children provides valuable 
information on the developing language skills of learners and allows 
educators to plan appropriate curricula and challenging experiences. As 
explained in Chapter 4, the GSM uses the notion of SOC that was first 
developed by Brown (1973) with a computation developed by Dulay and 
Burt (1973, 1974). This method counts the total number of obligatory 
occasions for each grammatical morpheme under investigation across all 
samples, with a score of two points for each obligatory occasion and the 
resulting number becomes the denominator. Each grammatical morpheme 
across all samples is counted and scored. If a grammatical morpheme is 
supplied correctly, it scores two points and grammatical morphemes that 
are malformed or incorrectly placed and used are scored with a single 
point. The values are then combined to become the numerator. The 
resulting sum is computed and is then multiplied by one hundred to 
arrive at a percentage. For example, for the pronoun in round one, once 
the number of malformed and fully formed obligatory contexts was 
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calculated, there were 213 instances where it was supplied or used in an 
incorrect context out of 644 occasions where it was required. The equation 
then becomes 213/644 x 100 = 33.07%. 
5.2.1 Grammatical Morpheme rankings 
 
All of the grammatical morphemes are then ranked according to 
their percentage value to arrive at an order of acquisition. When this 
percentage value reaches ninety percent, a grammatical morpheme is 
considered to be acquired. A review of the literature in Chapter 3 
concluded that there is currently no definitive collective or standardised 
profile for ESL learners and that there is a trend away from a common 
universal view of the development of ESL grammatical morphemes 
towards idiosyncratic profiles that are influenced by a learner’s first 
language. 
Table 5.2 provides the grammatical morpheme raw scores and 
percentage values by each collection round and by total and Figures 5.4 
and 5.5 show the accuracy percentages, ranked orders and acquisition 
stages for eleven grammatical morphemes. Noticeably, none of the eleven 
grammatical morphemes reach the ninety percent SOC threshold to be 
considered acquired as outlined by Brown (1973). This has important 
implications within the very remote Aboriginal classroom context, and 
these will be explored in Chapter 6. 
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Table 5.2. Group score method raw scores and percentage values. 
Results table 
group scores 
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Round 1             
Supplied 213 101 73 47 379 9 85 5 25 4 2 
Required 644 194 506 240 586 94 402 18 40 10 4 
% 33.07 52.06 14.42 19.58 64.67 9.57 21.14 27.70 62.50 40.00 50.00 
Rank  6 3 10 9 1 11 8 7 2 5 4 
Round 2            
Supplied 128 48 32 55 173 19 40 2 8 2 3 
Required 362 136 496 146 330 47 304 14 30 12 4 
% 35.35 35.29 6.45 37.67 52.42 40.42 13.15 14.28 26.66 16.66 75.00 
Rank  5 6 11 4 2 3 10 9 7 8 1 
Round 3            
Supplied 27 8 1 18 49 2 16 0 9 0 2 
Required 76 28 90 42 76 12 74 8 12 2 4 
% 35.52 28.57 1.11 42.85 64.47 16.66 21.62 0 75.00 0 50.00 
Rank 5 6 9 4 2 8 7  1  3 
Total  groups 
scores 
           
Supplied 368 157 106 120 601 30 141 7 42 6 7 
Required 1082 358 1092 428 992 153 780 40 82 24 12 
% 34.01 43.85 9.70 28.03 60.58 19.60 18.07 17.50 51.21 25.00 58.33 
Rank  5 4 11 6 1 8 9 10 3 7 2 
 
Figure 5.5 details the accuracy ranking by descending order by 
percentage for the eleven grammatical morphemes investigated in this 
study. This clearly shows that the grammatical morphemes in descending 
ranked order are: the progressive, the third person singular, the past irregular, 
prepositions, pronouns, copulas, possessives, plurals, auxiliaries, the past regular 
and articles. 
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Figure 5.5. Accuracy ranking for English grammatical morpheme stages. 
Figure 5.6 provides the accuracy ranking by descending percentage 
value by stage of grammatical morpheme acquisition. There are three 
discrete stages in the acquisition of grammatical morphemes: acquired, 
early and early emergent. The acquired stage is achieved when a 
grammatical morpheme reaches a threshold of 90%. The emerging stage is 
attained when a grammatical morpheme appears between 50% and 89%. 
The early emerging stage is reached when a grammatical morpheme is 
between 10% and 49% (Davison & Hammer, 2012). The results from this 
study clearly showed that none of the eleven grammatical morphemes 
reached the acquired stage of 90%, with three grammatical morphemes 
(the progressive, third person singular and past irregular) reaching the lower 
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end of the emerging stage. There were seven grammatical morphemes 
within the early emerging stage, with one grammatical morpheme at the 
upper edge of this stage (the preposition) and two in the middle area (the 
pronoun and copula) and three of these grammatical morphemes at the 
lower end of the early emerging stage (the possessive, plural and auxiliary). 
There was one morpheme (the article) that was not within any of the 
recognised stages of acquisition, as it was below 10%. 
 
Figure 5.6. Accuracy ranking for acquired, emergent and early emergent English grammatical 
morpheme stages. 
 
Acquired 
90% >
Early 
Emerging
10%-49%
Emerging
50%-89%
(For a full list and range of grammatical morphemes please refer to Appendix 3.xx) 
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5.2.2 Conclusion 
 
The result that none of the eleven grammatical morphemes reached 
the acquired stage of a 90% threshold is not unusual, as numerous other 
studies have similarly reported an inability to reach this acquired 
threshold for a number of the grammatical morphemes investigated 
(Balason & Dollaghan, 2002; Brown, 1973; Cameron & Lee, 1999; Davison 
& Hammer, 2012; De Villiers & De Villiers, 1973; Hakuta, 1973; James & 
Kahn, 1982; Rosansky, 1973; Shin & Milroy, 1999). However, unlike these 
previous studies that report that some grammatical morphemes fail to 
reach this acquisition threshold, this study of early years very remote 
Pintupi/Luritja school children found that none of the eleven grammatical 
morphemes investigated achieved this threshold of acquisition.  
The GSM results from this study are significant, as they demonstrate 
that after almost two years in an English language school system, these 
children did not meet the ninety percent acquisition threshold for any of 
the grammatical morphemes under investigation. This result can be 
attributed to the unique context within which these learners find 
themselves, in that these students are not immersed in an English 
language environment other than the school, despite living in a country in 
which English is the predominant language of discourse. One of many 
contextual factors influencing English oracy that is unique to this context 
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is geographic isolation of many very remote Aboriginal communities. It is 
this that allows Aboriginal languages to be the primary and dominant 
languages of discourse and this undoubtedly significantly impacts on the 
development of the oral SAE of these very remote Aboriginal children in 
the early years of school. There are many unique cultural, social and 
political factors that impact on the education of very remote Aboriginal 
children and it is simplistic and naive to ascribe these oral English results 
to a single factor.  
5.2.3 High and Low Required Rates and Returns 
 
The order of grammatical morphemes that has been revealed for 
these children can be misleading, as a closer examination of the raw data 
of the GSM results (Table 5.1) unearths interesting details that are 
obscured within the accepted GSM that aggregates results. There are 
fundamental differences within the raw data that can be recognized by the 
quantity of obligatory contexts and their ratios of return. This is obscured 
further by the application of the accepted computation for determining 
grammatical morpheme ratios. Identifying the results along these 
obligatory context rates and returns reveals findings that would otherwise 
remain obscure, without identifying and partitioning grammatical 
morpheme results along high or low rates of required obligatory contexts 
and high or low returns. Table 5.3 shows the grammatical morpheme 
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results grouped according to the frequency of obligatory contexts and 
their suppliance. The frequency of the required rate of SOC can be either 
high or low, and likewise, the actual SOC of grammatical morphemes can 
be either high or low. As a consequence of this discrimination, the results 
can be differentiated into four areas, high/high and high/low or low/high 
and low/low rates.   
This statistical anomaly is shown in Table 5.3 and reveals that some 
grammatical morphemes have high percentage scores based on the 
computational methods employed by other studies in this field, yet they 
are required in fewer obligatory contexts. For example, the progressive 
had 992 required obligatory contexts and was supplied 601 times, 
receiving a score of 60.58%, ranking it first. The third person singular was 
required in 12 obligatory contexts and was supplied on 7 occasions, 
therefore receiving a score of 58.33%, ranking it second. This 
computational and statistical anomaly clearly influences the ranking of the 
grammatical morphemes and is therefore noteworthy. 
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Table 5.3 Obligatory context and supplied ratio returns 
High rate / High return Low rate / High return 
 
Progressive 
Preposition 
 
3rd person singular 
Past irregular 
High rate / Low return Low rate / Low return 
 
Pronoun 
Copula 
Auxiliary 
Article 
 
Possessive 
Plural 
Past regular 
 
Differentiating the grammatical morpheme accuracy order results 
along high and low rates for the required and supplied SOC returns 
allows a clearer picture to emerge of four discrete modes within these 
results. There are two types of grammatical morphemes that have high 
rates of obligatory contexts; high rate – high return and high rate – low 
return. Similarly, there are two types of grammatical morphemes that 
have low rates of obligatory contexts: low rate – high return and low rate – 
low return. As shown in Table 5.3, following these guidelines, the high 
required and high return grammatical morphemes are the progressive and 
the preposition. The high required and low return grammatical 
morphemes are the pronoun, copula, auxiliary and article. The low 
required and high return grammatical morphemes are the third person 
singular and the past irregular. The low required and low return 
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grammatical morphemes are the possessive, the plural and past regular. 
Categorising the ESL results in this high-low manner provides a greater 
understanding of the scope of the early and emergent nature of the ESL 
developmental processes of these children. 
5.2.4 The Group Score Method (GSM) 
 
The following segment scrutinizes the GSM results by MLUw to 
determine if any relationships between the appearance of grammatical 
morphemes and the MLUw of the very remote Aboriginal children in this 
study can be revealed. Table 5.4 provides the raw scores and percentages 
by MLU Stage for the eleven grammatical morphemes under 
investigation. It must be acknowledged that within this study the cohort 
size over each data collection period decreased. Consequently the GSM 
results are biased towards the first round of data collection which had the 
most participants. The data sets of the 20 participants that were collected 
from round one and round two give a clearer view of the aggregated GSM 
grammatical morpheme ranked order. 
Table 5.4. Grammatical morpheme raw scores and percentages by MLUw 
Result scores by MLU 
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6.8 – 1.30  
(below Brown’s Stages) 
           
Supplied 35 8 8 12 149 0 8 3 7 0 0 
Required 297 56 222 94 254 40 192 8 16 2 0 
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% 11.78 14.28 3.60 12.76 58.66 0.00 4.16 37.50 43.75 0.00 0.00 
Rank  6 4 8 5 1  7 3 2   
1.31 – 1.99  
(Brown’s Stage 1) 
           
Supplied 60 16 2 10 99 1 22 1 7 0 0 
Required 196 36 88 52 148 20 148 4 12 0 0 
% 30.61 44.44 2.72 19.23 66.89 5.00 14.86 25.00 58.33 0.00 0.00 
Rank 4 3 9 6 1 8 7 5 2   
2.00 – 2.50  
(Brown’s Stage 2) 
           
Supplied 54 23 10 26 54 4 11 2 7 0 3 
Required 174 50 132 90 126 24 82 6 18 4 4 
% 31.03 46.00 7.57 28.88 42.85 16.66 13.41 33.33 38.88 0.00 75.00 
Rank  6 2 10 7 3 8 9 5 4  1 
2.51 – 3.12  
(Brown’s Stage 3)  
           
Supplied 67 35 16 22 113 2 33 0 11 2 0 
Required 170 64 342 54 174 24 114 6 16 8 0 
% 39.41 54.68 4.67 40.74 64.94 8.33 28.94 0.00 68.75 25.00 0.00 
Rank  5 3 9 4 2 8 6  1 7  
3.13 – 3.74  
(Brown’s Stage 4) 
           
Supplied 39 6 12 3 34 0 14 0 2 2 0 
Required 54 20 56 22 52 5 40 4 8 4 0 
% 72.22 30.00 21.42 13.63 65.38 0.00 70.00 0.00 25.00 50.00 0.00 
Rank 1 5 7 8 3  2  6 4  
3.75 – 4.19  
(Brown’s Stage 5) 
           
Supplied 10 4 0 6 20 0 2 0 2 0 2 
Required 16 12 42 6 28 6 28 0 2 0 4 
% 62.5 33.33 0.00 100.00 71.42 0.00 7.14 0.00 100.00 0.00 50.00 
Rank 4 6  1.5 3  7  1.5  5 
4.20 >  
(above Brown’s Stages) 
           
Supplied 103 65 58 35 112 23 49 1 4 2 0 
Required 164 108 194 104 182 28 146 12 16 6 0 
% 62.80 60.18 28.86 33.65 61.53 82.14 33.56 8.33 25.00 33.33 0.00 
Rank  2 4 8 5 3 1 6 10 9 7  
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An examination of the rankings of the eleven grammatical 
morphemes by MLUw in Table 5.5 reveals that a number of these were 
absent from the samples at particular times in the developmental 
progression of the MLUw Stages. The bulk of the samples fell between a 
MLUw of 1.00 and 3.12, that is, from below Stage I up to Stage III. 
Consequently, any significant relationships should be found within this 
spectrum of the results. The statistically small number of sample results 
from Stage IV & V (4% respectively or 8% in total) and from above Stage V 
(11%) could return erroneous findings and shall therefore be excluded 
from this discussion.  
Consequently, this segment of the investigation will focus on the 
emergence of language development from a MLUw of 1.00, or samples 
below Stage I up to a MLUw of 3.12 in Stage III. Noticeably, within a 
MLUw from 1.00 to 1.30 that is below the MLUw Stages, the plural, the 
possessive and the third person singular are non-existent. In Stage I, the 
possessive and the third person singular are still absent, with the plural now 
demonstrating some occurrences. In Stage II there are no occurrences of 
the possessive. In Stage III the auxiliary and third person singular are absent. 
Conversely, the appearance of grammatical morphemes by MLUw Stage 
reveals that in Stage I the plural and in Stage II the third person singular first 
appears and by Stage III, the possessive surfaces. 
  
197 
 
Table 5.5. Group Score method rankings by MLUw 
Rank  Below  I II III IV V  Above 
1 Progressive Progressive 3rd person Past 
irregular 
Pronoun Copula 
Past 
irregular 
Plural 
2 Past 
regular 
Past 
irregular 
Preposition Progressive Progressive Pronoun 
3 Past 
irregular 
Preposition Progressive Preposition Possessive Progressive Progressive 
4 Preposition Pronoun Past 
irregular 
Pronoun Auxiliary Pronoun Preposition 
5 Copula Past regular Past regular Copula Preposition 3rd person Possessive 
6 Pronoun Copula Pronoun  Auxiliary Past 
irregular 
Preposition Copula 
7 Auxiliary Auxiliary Copula Possessive Article auxiliary Auxiliary 
8 Article Plural  Plural Plural copula  Article 
9  Article  Auxiliary Article   Past 
irregular 
10   Article    Past regular 
11        
 
The following section will examine the findings by MLUw and the 
high-low required rates and returns that were reported earlier. Describing 
the results along these high-low lines reveals that certain grammatical 
morphemes have high required rates and high returns and others have 
low required rates with high returns, and their separation into high-low 
categories influences their subsequent order in the rankings. Table 5.6 
outlines the obligatory context ratios and return results Below Stage I and 
in Stage I, and Table 5.7 details Stage II and Stage III. 
Below Stage I: the progressive is the only grammatical morpheme with 
high required rates and high returns. The pronoun, prepositions, articles and 
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auxiliary all have high required rates but low returns. The past regular, past 
irregular and copula have low required rates with low returns. 
Stage I: the progressive and pronoun have high required rates with 
high returns. The article has high required rates with low returns. The past 
regular, copula, auxiliary and plural have low required rates with low 
returns. The past irregular and preposition have low required rates with 
high returns. 
Table 5.6. Obligatory context ratio returns by MLU below Stage I and Stage I. 
Below Stage I Stage I 
High / high Low / high High / high Low / high 
Progressive 
 
 Progressive 
Pronoun 
Past irregular 
Preposition 
High / low Low / low High / low Low / low 
Pronouns 
Prepositions 
Auxiliary 
Articles  
Past irregular 
Past regular 
Copula 
Article Past regular 
Copula 
Auxiliary 
Plural 
 
Stage II: the progressive and pronoun have high required rates with high 
returns. The third person singular, past irregular and past regular have 
low required rates with high returns. The copula, preposition, article 
and auxiliary have high required rates and low returns. No 
grammatical morphemes have low required rates and returns.  
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Stage III: the progressive and pronoun have high required rates and high 
returns. The past irregular has a low required rate with a high return. 
The auxiliary, preposition, copula and article have high required rates 
with low returns. The plural and possessive have low required rates 
with low returns. 
Table 5.7. Obligatory context ratio returns by MLU Stage II and Stage III. 
Stage II Stage III 
High / high Low / high High / high Low / high 
Progressive 
Pronoun 
3rd person 
singular 
Past irregular 
Past regular 
Progressive 
Pronoun  
Past irregular 
High / low Low / low High / low Low / low 
Copula 
Preposition 
Article 
Auxiliary  
 Auxiliary 
Preposition 
Copula  
Article 
Plural 
Possessive 
 
 
To summarise this section on the acquisition of grammatical 
morphemes, it is judicious and preferable to describe the aggregated GSM 
and MLUw Stages by their required rates and ratios of return rather than 
discretely ranking or clustering as has been usual in previous studies of 
English language learners. Interestingly, the ranking of grammatical 
morphemes inherent within the GSM obscures the detail within the results 
and may not reflect the acquisition process.  The obfuscation of the results 
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with the fusion of data inherent within the GSM was first suggested by 
Rosansky (1976).  
In this instance and for these early and emergent learners of English, 
this study has revealed a more prudent and practical portrait that 
provides a lucid image of the processes of acquisition and the usage of 
English by these very remote Aboriginal children. This focused portrait of 
these unique learners involves examining the required and supplied SOC 
rates for each grammatical morpheme and grouping the resulting returns 
based on high and low required and returned rates of supply. 
5.3 Case Studies 
This section examines two case studies of children who each had 
three samples collected over the course of the study. These two case 
studies have been selected to illuminate what is lost within the GSM, 
namely the spread of individual variations, or the idiosyncratic nature, 
inherent to the development of grammatical morphemes. Of the four 
children with three samples, two children were purposefully selected to 
give the widest possible age spread from the samples (Palinkas et al., 
2013). The resulting age spread from the two case studies ranges from 5 
years and 11 months to 7 years and 9 months. It was determined that two 
case studies would be sufficient to verify if any differences or similarities 
between the collective and the individual results were apparent as was 
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suggested by Rosansky (1976). This introduction begins by briefly 
outlining the method of oral language assessment developed and 
employed within this project. 
I briefly recap the contextual background of the ILSS program and 
my role within the program and the community. I am well known to 
many of the Pintupi/Luritja families through my contact with their 
children at school and over the years I have learned to speak a little 
Pintupi/Luritja. It is through my longevity within this context that I have 
come to know and be known by many of the extended families that reside 
in the four main Pintupi/Luritja communities in the NT. The 
Pintupi/Luritja are a very mobile population and continually move 
between the primary Pintupi/Luritja communities within the NT and WA. 
This mobility has meant that over the more than 10 years I have lived and 
worked at Watiyawanu Kuula, I have come into contact with many 
children and their extended families in my role as the teaching principal at 
this school. 
Within many Central Western Desert communities, relationships 
between people are established through a complex skin group assignation. 
For an in-depth explanation on skin names and relationships, refer to 
Hansen & Hansen (1992), Heffernan & Heffernan (2005), Hansen & Luritja 
People (2011). Essentially, I was given the skin name Tjapanangka and I 
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can be a father, brother, uncle, cousin or grandfather to every other 
Pintupi/Luritja person and many other central Desert peoples. When I 
would meet with the children participating in the ILSS program to record 
their oral ESL, we began by orienting ourselves within this kinship system 
and once the children understood our relationship and the ILSS task, we 
would begin the formal assessment process. 
The assessment protocol used four sequential black and white 
cartoon pictures of a familiar context of an extended Aboriginal family’s 
outing to a waterhole (see Section 4.1.6). This process was recorded on a 
webcam via a laptop and after the assessment ended, individual children 
would watch their recording. The semi-structured nature of the 
assessment was the only viable option to capture spoken English as these 
very remote early years school children rarely, if ever, use English in a 
play or spontaneous situation. The language of choice for these very 
remote Aboriginal children is their first language, Pintupi/Luritja.  
I collected this data under the auspices of the Commonwealth 
funded ILSS program. For this program in 2008, the NT DoE developed a 
standardised semi-structured elicitation task. The protocol for the 
assessment meant that I removed children one at a time from their 
classroom to a quieter area within the school grounds. Prior to beginning 
the assessment with each child, I followed an introductory protocol that I 
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had developed in Pintupi/Luritja, the children’s first language. When 
these data were collected I was beginning my fourth year of living and 
working in one of the four communities included within this study. 
During these four years, I had developed my ability to communicate with 
children in their first language. I am by no means fluent or experienced in 
their language but am able to understand and be understood.  
5.3.1 Case study I – Jericho (subject 13) 
 
This case study is an examination of subject 13 who had three 
samples collected between March and October in 2008. For the purposes of 
this case study, the subject will be assigned the pseudonym ‘Jericho’. 
Jericho is an Aboriginal child who was born in Alice Springs and has 
resided in a very remote outstation west of Amunturrngu community 
since his 5th birthday. Prior to arriving at the outstation, Jericho was living 
with his paternal grandparents in the South Australian community of 
Pukatja. Jericho speaks Pitjantjara and Pintupi/Luritja. When Jericho was 3 
years of age, he came to an outstation in the NT about 140km south west 
of Amunturrngu (as the crow flies), with a paternal Uncle and Aunt. The 
nearest school is about 100km south east of this outstation by road. Jericho 
did not attend school until his 6th birthday when another paternal Uncle 
from an outstation 9kkm west of Amunturrngu took custody of him. Since 
relocating to this outstation west of Amunturrngu, he regularly attended 
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Watiyawanu Kuula. Jericho’s natural mother and father both have 
substance abuse issues and this is why he has been in the care of his 
extended family since birth.  
At the time of the first round of samples, Jericho was at the upper 
end of the age cohort and was 88 months or 7 years and 3 months and in 
his second year of schooling (Year 1). The second sample was taken two 
months later when Jericho was 90 months or 7 years and 5 months of age. 
The third and final sample was taken three months later when Jericho was 
93 months or 7 years and 8 months of age.  
Table 5.8 demonstrates an increasing MLUw for Jericho over the five 
months that the three samples were collected. The increasing MLUw of 
Jericho over the collection periods is both typical and atypical. In round 
one, Jericho had a MLUw of 1.32. In round two, this rose to 2.06 and in 
round three, Jericho’s MLUw escalated to 5.23. Between rounds one and 
two with a gap of two months, there was a steady increase from Stage I to 
Stage II, which is a typical steady upward trend. However between round 
two and round three with an interval of three months, there was a leap 
from Stage II to above Stage V. Such a dramatic and rapid increase in 
MLUw is atypical and unexpected, as MLUw development is usually seen 
as an incremental process. The short time interval of three months 
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witnesses a dramatic boost to Jericho’s English language abilities between 
round 2 and round 3. 
Table 5.8. Jericho MLUw and age in months. 
 Round 1 Round 2 Round 3 
Age in months 88 90 93 
MLUw 1.32 2.06 5.23 
 
 
        Figure 5.7. Jericho MLUw by round. 
The increasing development of Jericho’s English language is 
documented in Figure 5.7, which shows an increasing MLUw over time. 
This is highlighted in Table 5.9, where there are samples from the same 
position in each interview round that demonstrate his increasing 
development in language complexity and sophistication. Jericho was well 
at ease with me during the interview periods and at the time of collection, 
we had known each other in the school context for more than a year. In 
round one, Jericho employed Stage I telegraphic utterances to convey 
meaning and in round, two Jericho began to display slightly longer 
Round 1 Round 2 Round 3
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utterances that were within Stage II. By round three, Jericho displayed 
much longer and complex utterances that pass Stage V.  
Table 5.9. Extracts from Jericho’s responses to stimulus card 3 by collection 
period. 
Round 1 Round 2 Round 3 
 
No football Football go watar 
Dis one throw it football at 
down dis and at down 
dere 
kick it watar 
Yeah dis one and drinking 
dis one here  
Water  an playin card dis 
one football is crying 
Um wain (rain) Dis one Dis one get it dis one 
Um throwed dis one Yeah Yeah 
 Dis one Is looking at dis one 
 an dis do (and 
this two) is laughing dis one 
 Biss (fish) and big and dis blanket 
 Yeah Yeah 
 
The raw scores and percentage values for Jericho by collection round 
and the total scores and percentages are provided in Table 5.10. It also 
provides information on the supplied number of grammatical morphemes 
and the required number of grammatical morphemes arriving at a 
percentage value using the SOC formula. The percentage value of a 
grammatical morpheme determines its ranking. Table 5.10 shows this 
information for each collection round and the final tabulated scores. 
  
207 
 
Table 5.10. Jericho’s raw scores and percentage ratios by collection. 
Results table 
Jericho 
P
ro
n
o
u
n
 
P
rep
o
sitio
n
 
A
rticle 
C
o
p
u
la 
P
ro
g
ressiv
e 
P
lu
ral  
A
u
xiliary
 
P
a
st reg
u
lar 
P
a
st 
irreg
u
lar 
P
o
ssessiv
e
  
3
rd P
erso
n
 
sin
g
u
lar 
Round 1             
Supplied 8 0 0 2 12 0 1 1 0 0 0 
Required 20 4 14 6 18 0 10 2 2 0 0 
% 40 0 0 33.33 66.66 0 10 50 0 0 0 
Rank  3   4 1  5 2    
Round 2            
Supplied 9 2 0 2 12 0 0 2 0 0 1 
Required 30 10 18 4 20 2 20 4 2 0 2 
% 30 20 0 50 60 0 0 50 0 0 50 
Rank  5 6  3 1   3   3 
Round 3            
Supplied 15 4 0 8 20 0 10 0 1 0 0 
Required 30 10 14 24 26 0 24 6 2 2 0 
% 50 40 0 33.33 76.92 0 41.66 0 50 0 0 
Rank 2.5 5  6 1  4  2.5   
Total score            
Supplied 32 6 0 12 44 0 11 3 1 0 1 
Required 80 24 46 34 64 2 54 12 6 2 2 
% 40 25 0 35.29 66.66 0 20.37 25 16.66 0 50 
Rank  3 5.5  4 1  7 5.5 8  2 
 
An examination of Jericho’s grammatical morpheme results across 
the three collection rounds shows eight of the 11 grammatical morphemes 
were present at some time across the collection period, however three 
were noticeably absent. Table 5.11 demonstrates that two grammatical 
morphemes were present throughout the three rounds of the collection 
period (the progressive and pronoun), with three grammatical morphemes 
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present in two rounds (the past regular, copula and preposition), whilst three 
were present in a single round (the third person singular, auxiliary and past 
irregular). The grammatical morphemes that do not appear in Jericho’s 
three rounds over the collection period are the possessive, plural and articles.  
 
Table 5.11. Jericho’s grammatical morpheme ranked order  
by collection. 
Rank Round 1 
MLUw 1.32 
Round 2 
MLUw 2.06 
Round 3 
MLUw 5.23 
1 Progressive Progressive Progressive 
2 Past regular Past regular 
3rd person 
Copula 
Past irregular 
Pronoun 3 Pronoun 
4 Copula Auxiliary 
5 Auxiliary Pronoun Preposition 
6  Preposition  
 
Jericho’s results indicate that in round one, five grammatical 
morphemes were present within the MLU Stage I: the progressive, past 
regular, pronoun, copula and auxiliary. Within round two and MLU Stage II, 
Jericho included four of the previous grammatical morphemes from the 
round one, Stage I, excluding the auxiliary, and he began to use the third 
person singular and prepositions. In round three, with an MLU above Stage 
V, Jericho included four grammatical morphemes from previous rounds 
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and demonstrated use of the past irregular, however he no longer used the 
copula and the third person singular. 
Jericho’s acquisition pattern for grammatical morphemes was an 
inconsistent application of the majority of grammatical morphemes across 
the collection period. There was no incremental accumulative pattern of 
acquisition usage of grammatical morphemes across the three rounds of 
collection. Two grammatical morphemes were common across all three 
rounds and three were found in two rounds with three found in only a 
single round of the collection. It is challenging to attribute these shifting 
results to a specific cause, as they could indicate an idiosyncratic 
experimentation with grammatical morphemes or they could be the result 
of a normal variation between the grammatical morphemes in MLU Stage 
II and those of Stage V as Jericho rapidly progressed through these Stages 
over a three month period that was undocumented. 
5.3.2 Comparison of Jericho (subject 13) and GSM 
 
This section compares Jericho and the group score method results 
and there are noticeable similarities and differences, as shown in Table 
5.12 and Figure 5.8. Foremost, the bulk of Jericho’s grammatical 
morpheme rankings somewhat aligned with those from the GSM. The top 
two grammatical morphemes from Jericho (the progressive and third person 
singular), mirrored those from the GSM. The next two grammatical 
  
210 
 
morphemes from Jericho’s results, the third (the pronoun), and the fourth 
(the copula) – were ranked slightly lower in the GSM results, being ranked 
fifth and sixth respectively. The subsequent two grammatical morphemes 
from Jericho were equally ranked (the preposition and the past regular) and 
had very different rankings in the GSM, with prepositions rising to fourth 
and the past regular descending to tenth. The final two grammatical 
morphemes from Jericho, the seventh (the auxiliary) and the eighth (the 
past regular) likewise had different rankings within the GSM, with the 
auxiliary being ranked lower at ninth, whilst the past regular was elevated 
to third. Notably absent from Jericho’s results were the possessive, plural 
and article 
Table 5.12. Jericho and group score method comparison. 
Rank Jericho Rank Group score 
1 Progressive 1 Progressive  
2 3rd person singular  2 3rd person singular 
3 Pronoun 3 Past irregular 
4 Copula 4 Preposition 
5.5 Past regular 
Preposition 
5 Pronoun 
7 Auxiliary 6 Copula  
8 Past irregular 7 Possessive 
  8 Plural  
  9 Auxiliary  
  10 Past regular 
  11 Article  
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Figure 5.8. Jericho and GSM comparison. 
In summary, the grammatical morpheme results for Jericho, whilst 
displaying some idiosyncratic elements were comparable to those from 
the GSM and may support the GSM findings. Further, the individual 
divergences in grammatical morpheme results may be directly related to 
the MLUw increase between round 2 and round 3 that was not 
documented. 
5.4.1 Case study II – Jeremiah (subject 30) 
 
This second case study is an examination of subject 30 who had three 
samples collected between March and October in 2008. For the purposes of 
this case study, the subject will be assigned the pseudonym ‘Jeremiah’. 
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Jericho Group score
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progressive plural
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past irregular possessive
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Jeremiah is an Aboriginal child who was born in Alice Springs and resides 
in the very remote community of Papunya. Jeremiah speaks 
Pintupi/Luritja. He resides with his mother in their primary residence at 
Papunya. Jeremiah was well at ease with me during the interview periods 
and at the time of collection, we had known each other in the school 
context for more than a year. In the year leading up to the interviews, 
Jeremiah resided on occasion in Amunturrngu and attended Watiyawanu 
Kuula where I was the Teaching Principal and Junior Class teacher. 
At the time of the first round of samples, Jeremiah was at the lower 
end of the age cohort and was 71 months or 5 years and 11 months and in 
his second year of schooling (Year 1). The second sample was taken three 
months later when Jeremiah was 74 months or 6 years and 2 month of age. 
The third and final sample was taken two months later when Jeremiah 
was 76 months or 6 years and 5 months of age.  
Table 5.13 and figure 5.9 demonstrate increasing/decreasing scores in 
MLUw for Jeremiah over the five months that the three samples were 
collected. In round one, Jeremiah had a MLUw of 1.54. This rose to 2.45 in 
round two and then in round three, Jeremiah’s it decreased slightly to 
2.38. Between rounds one and two with a gap of two months, there was a 
steady increase from Stage I to Stage II, demonstrating an upward trend. 
However between round two and round three with an interval of three 
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months, there was a slight drop in MLUw (a decrease of 0.07), however 
despite this, Jeremiah remained within Stage II. This slight decrease may 
reflect a consolidation period during which time there was a lack of 
progression in MLUw development.  
 
Table 5.13. Jeremiah’s MLUw and age in months. 
 Round 1 Round 2 Round 3 
Age in months 71 74 76 
MLUw 1.54 2.45 2.38 
 
 
Figure 5.9. Jeremiah MLU by round. 
The development of Jeremiah’s English language is documented in 
Figure 5.9, which shows an initial increase in MLUw that then shows no 
further increase. Table 5.14 provides transcript extracts from the same 
position of the third illustration in each interview round and these 
demonstrate the increasing development in language complexity and 
sophistication for Jeremiah over the three collection periods.  
Round 1 Round 2 Round 3
.
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In round one, Jeremiah employed Stage I telegraphic utterances to 
convey meaning. In round two, he began to display slightly longer 
utterances that were within Stage II. By round three, Jeremiah was still 
displaying utterances associated with Stage II.  
Table 5.14. Extracts from Jeremiah’s responses to stimulus card 3 by collection period. 
Round 1 Round 2 Round 3 
Is bootball (football) Watars move ball Dere football 
Is water (water) Dis look dis one dis here 
Fiss (fish) Yeah  Yeah 
Is gard (card) Dis watar Is here 
Is kalpanyi (L= 
climbing) Yeah A dis pley card 
  Yeah 
  dis biss (fish) 
  Bissing (fishing) yeah 
 
The scores, percentage values and rankings for Jeremiah by 
collection round and the total scores, percentages and rankings are 
provided in Table 5.15.  The scores were computed with the SOC formula 
for grammatical morphemes. Table 5.15 provides information on the 
supplied number of grammatical morphemes and the required number of 
grammatical morphemes arriving at a percentage value using the SOC 
formula. The percentage value of a grammatical morpheme determines its 
ranking. Table 5.15 shows this information for each collection round and 
the final tabulated scores for Jeremiah. 
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Table 5.15. Jeremiah’s scores and percentage ratios by collection. 
Results table 
Jeremiah 
P
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P
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P
a
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irreg
u
lar 
P
o
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3
rd P
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g
u
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Round 1             
Supplied 2 6 0 4 22 0 16 0 0 0 0 
Required 24 8 12 10 30 2 22 0 0 0 0 
% 8.3 75 0 40 73.3 0 72.7 0 0 0 0 
Rank  5 1  4 2  3     
Round 2            
Supplied 18 0 0 4 0 0 4 0 2 0 0 
Required 30 4 12 10 12 0 12 0 4 0 0 
% 60 0 0 40 0 0 33.3 0 50 0 0 
Rank  1   3   4  2   
Round 3            
Supplied 4 2 2 4 6 2 2 0 2 0 0 
Required 26 4 10 10 14 6 14 0 4 0 0 
% 15.4 20 20 40 42.85 33.3 14.28 0 50 0 0 
Rank 7 5.5 5.5 3 2 4 8  1   
Total score            
Supplied 24 8 2 12 28 2 22 0 4 0 0 
Required 80 16 34 30 56 8 48 0 8 0 0 
% 30 50 5.88 40 50 25 45.83 0 50 0 0 
Rank  6 2 8 5 2 7 4  2   
 
An examination of Jeremiah’s grammatical morpheme results by 
collection shows that eight of the eleven grammatical morphemes were 
present at some time across the collection period, however three were 
noticeably absent. Table 5.16 visibly demonstrates that three grammatical 
morphemes were present throughout the three rounds of the collection 
period (the auxiliary, copula and pronoun), with three grammatical 
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morphemes present in two of the rounds (the past irregular, progressive and 
preposition), and two were present in a single round (the plural and article). 
The grammatical morphemes that did not appear in Jeremiah’s three 
rounds over the collection period were the possessive, past regular and third 
person singular.  
Table 5.16. Jeremiah’s grammatical morpheme ranked order by collection. 
Rank Round 1 
MLUw 1.54 
Round 2 
MLUw 2.45 
Round 3 
MLUw 2.39 
1 Preposition Pronoun  Past irregular 
2 Progressive Past irregular Progressive 
3 Auxiliary Copula  Copula  
4 Copula Auxiliary Plural 
5 Pronoun   Article 
Preposition 6   
7   Pronoun 
8   Auxiliary 
 
Jeremiah’s results indicate that in round one, five grammatical 
morphemes were present within the MLU Stage I; the preposition, 
progressive, auxiliary, copula and pronoun. Within round two and MLU 
Stage II, Jeremiah included three of the previous grammatical morphemes 
from round one Stage I (the auxiliary, copula and pronoun) and began to use 
the past irregular. In round three, with an MLU still in Stage II, Jeremiah 
included six grammatical morphemes from previous rounds and 
demonstrated use of the plural and article. 
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Jeremiah’s acquisition pattern for grammatical morphemes was an 
inconsistent application or use of the majority of grammatical morphemes 
across the collection period. There was no incremental accumulative 
pattern of acquisition usage of grammatical morphemes across the three 
rounds of collection. Three grammatical morphemes were common across 
all three rounds and three were found in two rounds, with two found in 
only a single round of the collection. It is challenging to attribute these 
shifting results to a specific cause as they could indicate an idiosyncratic 
experimentation with grammatical morphemes or be the result of a 
normal variation between the grammatical morphemes in MLU Stage I 
and those of Stage II. 
5.4.2 Comparison of Jeremiah (subject 30) and GSM 
 
This segment compares Jeremiah and the GSM results and 
noticeably, there are similarities and differences as shown in Table 5.17 
and Figure 5.10. Most importantly, the bulk of Jeremiah’s grammatical 
morpheme rankings somewhat aligned with those from the GSM. The 
equally ranked top three grammatical morphemes from Jeremiah, the 
progressive, preposition and past irregular, aligned with the highest four 
ranked of the GSM. The next two grammatical morphemes from 
Jeremiah’s results ranked fourth and fifth, respectively, were the auxiliary 
and copula, which ranked ninth and sixth in the GSM. The auxiliary 
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dropped five place ranks and the copula dropped one rank placement. The 
significant difference is the lower rank of the auxiliary. The final three 
grammatical morphemes from Jeremiah were the pronoun, plural and 
article. The pronoun ranked sixth for Jeremiah and was ranked fifth in the 
GSM. The plural ranked seventh for Jeremiah and ranked eighth in the 
GSM. The article ranked eighth and last for Jeremiah and ranked eleventh 
and similarly last in the GSM. Absent from Jeremiah’s results were the 
possessive, past regular and third person singular.  
Table 5.17. Jeremiah and GSM comparison. 
Rank Jeremiah Rank Group score 
1 Progressive 
Preposition 
Past irregular 
1 Progressive  
2 2 3rd person singular 
3 3 Past irregular 
4 Auxiliary 4 Preposition 
5 Copula 5 Pronoun 
6 Pronoun  6 Copula  
7 Plural  7 Possessive 
8 Article 8 Plural  
  9 Auxiliary  
  10 Past regular 
  11 Article  
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Figure 5.10. Jeremiah and GSM comparison. 
 
In summary, there were some similarities and differences between 
the results for Jeremiah and the GSM. Significantly, the equally ranked top 
three results from Jeremiah (the progressive, past irregular and prepositions), 
found some equivalency with the GSM results. The copula, pronoun and 
plural similarly closely resembled the group score method results. The 
major differences within Jeremiah’s ranking as compared to the group 
score method were the auxiliary and article, and this may have been the 
result of an individual nuance. The individual nuances shall be explored 
in the following section with a comparison between Jericho and Jeremiah. 
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5.5.1 Comparison – Jericho and Jeremiah 
 
This section examines the results from Jericho and Jeremiah to 
determine if any significant commonalities or differences can be identified. 
Table 5.18 and Figure 5.11 provide the age and MLUw results, and Table 
5.19 illustrates the ranked orders for Jericho and Jeremiah. Noticeably, 
despite a difference in age and MLUw, both children exhibited eight 
grammatical morphemes and six of these were the same although at 
different ranks. There is an age difference of 17 months between Jericho 
and Jeremiah (Jericho was 88 months in round 1 and Jeremiah 71 months 
in round 1). Jericho and Jeremiah both began by exhibiting Stage I 
utterances, with both progressing to Stage II utterances by the second 
round of sample collection. By the third round of collection, Jericho had 
progressed to Stage V, whereas Jeremiah remained in Stage II. 
 
Table 5.18 Jericho and Jeremiah - age in months. 
 Round 1 Round 2 Round 3 
Jericho 88 90 93 
Jeremiah 71 74 76 
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Figure 5.11. Comparison MLUw by round. 
The totalled ranked orders for Jericho and Jeremiah are listed in 
Table 5.19, and both children exhibited eight of the eleven grammatical 
morphemes under investigation. In common, both children displayed use 
of the progressive, pronoun, copula, preposition, auxiliary and past irregular 
although they were ranked differently. Jericho used the third person 
singular and past regular, whilst Jeremiah did not. Jeremiah used the plural 
and article, whereas Jericho did not.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
1.32
2.06
5.23
1.54
2.45 2.38
Round 1 Round 2 Round 3
.
Jericho Jeremiah
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Table 5.19. Comparison of case study totalled rankings 
Rank Jericho Rank Jeremiah 
1 Progressive 1 Progressive 
Preposition 
Past irregular 
2 3rd person singular  2 
3 Pronoun 3 
4 Copula 4 Auxiliary 
5.5 Past regular 
Preposition 
5 Copula 
7 Auxiliary 6 Pronoun  
8 Past irregular 7 Plural  
  8 Article 
 
Figure 5.12 illustrates the ranked orders for Jericho and Jeremiah. For 
Jericho, the first and top ranked grammatical morpheme was the 
progressive and this was one of three equal top ranked grammatical 
morphemes for Jeremiah. The second ranked grammatical morpheme for 
Jericho was the third person singular, which did not rank with Jeremiah. 
The third ranked grammatical morpheme was the pronoun, which ranked 
sixth for Jeremiah. Ranked fourth for Jericho was the copula, which was 
fifth ranked for Jeremiah. Equally fifth and sixth ranked for Jericho were 
the past regular and preposition respectively. The past regular failed to rank 
for Jeremiah, with the preposition being one of three equally top ranked 
grammatical morphemes for Jeremiah. Ranked seventh for Jericho was the 
auxiliary, which ranked fourth for Jeremiah. Ranked eighth and last for 
Jericho was the past irregular, which ranked as one of three equally top 
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ranked grammatical morphemes for Jeremiah. Ranking eighth and last for 
Jeremiah was the article, which failed to rank with Jericho.  
 
 
 
Figure 5.12. Jericho & Jeremiah ranked comparison. 
 
In summary, the comparison of Jericho and Jeremiah helps to 
illustrate the idiosyncratic nature of the development of grammatical 
morphemes. Each child exhibits grammatical morphemes not displayed 
by the other and this is aptly demonstrated by the use of plurals and 
articles by Jeremiah at a younger age and lower developmental MLU stage 
than that of Jericho.  
3
6
5.5
2
8
4
5
1
77
4
8
2
Jericho Jeremiah
pronoun preposition article
copula progressive plural
auxiliary past regular past irregular
possessive 3rd person singular
  
224 
 
5.5.2 Comparison – GSM, Jericho and Jeremiah. 
 
This section compares the results from the two case studies and the 
GSM and provides an opportunity to examine the similarities and 
differences between the group and the individual. Table 5.20 and Figure 
5.13 show the rankings of each case study and the GSM. From Table 5.20, 
it is the marked and visible absence of certain grammatical morphemes 
that is striking. Neither of the case studies displays the full repertoire of 
eleven grammatical morphemes investigated, with each being limited to 
eight grammatical morphemes. Jericho did not display the article, plural or 
possessive. Jeremiah did not display the third person singular, past regular or 
possessive. The only common grammatical morpheme absent from both 
case studies was the possessive, which ranked seventh in the GSM.   
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Table 5.20. Group score, Jericho and Jeremiah ranked comparison. 
Rank Group score Rank Jericho Rank Jeremiah 
1 Progressive  1 Progressive 1 Progressive 
Preposition 
Past irregular 
2 3rd person singular 2 3rd person singular  2 
3 Past irregular 3 Pronoun 3 
4 Preposition 4 Copula 4 Auxiliary 
5 Pronoun 5.5 Past regular 
Preposition 
5 Copula 
6 Copula  7 Auxiliary 6 Pronoun  
7 Possessive 8 Past irregular 7 Plural  
8 Plural    8 Article 
9 Auxiliary      
10 Past regular     
11 Article      
 
 
From Figure 5.13, the differences in rankings between the case 
studies and the group score method become evident and these differences 
shall be discussed by their ranking in the group score method. The 
preposition ranked first and this matched Jericho and was comparable to 
one of three equally top ranked for Jeremiah. The third person singular 
ranked second for both the GSM and Jericho, yet failed to rank with 
Jeremiah. Third for the GSM was the past irregular, which ranked eighth 
for Jericho and one of three equally top ranked for Jeremiah. Ranked 
fourth for the GSM was the preposition, which ranked equal fifth and sixth 
ranked for Jericho and was one of the three equally top ranked for 
Jeremiah. Ranked fifth for the GSM was the pronoun, which ranked third 
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for Jericho and sixth for Jeremiah. Sixth for the GSM was the copula, which 
ranked fourth for Jericho and fifth for Jeremiah. Seventh in the GSM was 
the possessive, which did not rank for Jericho or Jeremiah. Eighth for the 
GSM was the plural, which did not rank for Jericho and was seventh for 
Jeremiah. Ninth in the GSM was the auxiliary, which ranked seventh for 
Jericho and fourth for Jeremiah. Tenth in the GSM was the past regular, 
which was equal fifth and sixth ranked for Jericho and did not rank for 
Jeremiah. Ranked eleventh and last for the GSM was the article, which 
failed to rank for Jericho and ranked last and eighth for Jeremiah.  
 
                      Figure 5.13. Jericho, Jeremiah and Group Score method comparison. 
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In summary, there was some affinity between the GSM and the two 
case studies, yet there was a greater contrast. A resemblance between all 
three existed with the progressive and to a lesser degree with the preposition 
and copula, however, it was the relative absence of more similarities that 
was important. The greater dissimilarities between the GSM and the two 
case studies uncover the idiosyncratic elements of grammatical morpheme 
usage and acquisition. The comparison of the GSM and the two case 
studies underscores the necessity for caution in the creation and use of 
universal developmental profiles. It is the application of universal 
developmental profiles that disregards the idiosyncrasy within and 
between language groups and individual children.      
5.6.1 Conclusions 
In conclusion, there are four important results of the oral SAE ESL 
development of the Aboriginal school children included within this study. 
First, the majority of these English language learning children 
operated at the lower end of the MLUw scale despite there being a wide 
range in their ages. Eighty-one percent of the children were within, or 
below, the first three MLUw stages even though they had been exposed to 
English in the school context for almost two years. Therefore, current 
profiles of ESL progression are inadequate as they neglect the early 
emergent and emergent aspects of this progression. Recognition of the 
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inchoate nature of the SAE ESL results of these children is the first step in 
bridging the content/context or actual and expected divide. 
Second, none of the children reached the grammatical morpheme 
90% acquisition threshold as determined by previous English language 
learner studies. There were three morphemes in the emerging stage, seven 
morphemes in the early emerging stage and one morpheme outside of any 
recognised grammatical morpheme stages. Consequently, these children 
are unlikely to exhibit the developmental markers or patterns of other ESL 
grammatical morpheme studies, as these early emergent and emergent 
stages of development are a recent and promising field of investigation in 
understanding the full course of grammatical morpheme development 
(Davison & Hammer, 2012). 
Third, the results from the GSM revealed an aggregation anomaly for 
these early emergent and emergent learners, whereby it was prudent and 
preferable to classify the SOC required rates and ratios of return of 
grammatical morphemes rather than ranking or clustering their order of 
acquisition. This newly developed classification scheme, by this study, for 
early emergent and emergent grammatical morpheme development 
provides a more detailed representation of this process. This clarity of 
process highlights the originality arising from this study for linguists and 
educators. For linguists, it provides a window into the early and emergent 
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nature of language acquisition and for teachers, it allows them to prioritise 
the teaching of grammatical morphemes and target their delivery to 
maximise effectiveness. 
Fourth, this study indicates that attempts to align the acquisition or 
appearance of grammatical morphemes for these children with MLUw 
Stages is ineffective. The results by MLUw clearly revealed that these 
children used a broad spectrum of grammatical morphemes at each 
MLUw Stage and that there was no apparent accumulation or hierarchy in 
the appearance or usage of particular grammatical morphemes at specific 
MLUw Stages in the early emergent and emergent stages of grammatical 
morpheme development. 
The following and final sixth chapter is a broad discussion on the 
results from this study as they relate to the three major study questions of 
this project. First, are there patterns of developmental progression? 
Second, are there parallels with existing profiles? Third, what are the 
implications for the very remote Aboriginal classroom and teaching 
pedagogy? 
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Vignette 6: Culture.  
I try to help others understand the people out 
in the Central Western Desert. These guys are 
the real deal, hard core this mob. Scratch the 
surface and you’ll see their traditional beliefs 
are strong. Stories are powerful things out 
here. They are not like you and I understand 
them to be, they are not fact or fiction. They 
just are. Everything is a story: life, daily 
rhythms and events, the dreamtime, they are 
all stories. Some are owned, some are secret, 
some require initiation, some can be shared 
with all, others not.  
Stories just are, as real as the sun that rises and sets each day. As illusory as heatwaves 
that shimmer from the desert floor, real yet not. The pungalungku is a gigantic, hairy, 
human-like monster that lives on the mountains. Think Neanderthals or an Australian 
Yeti or Bigfoot. They live in caves and battle each other. They steal children and are 
known to eat them, or sometimes they’ll even raise the children. They can sometimes 
be seen at night carrying fire sticks across the mountains. I know an old fella from 
Ikuntji who swears 
that when he was 
young and 
mustering the 
cattle out of the 
old Government 
station at Haasts 
Bluff in a chopper, 
he saw them 
running across the 
mountain scared 
by the chopper. He swears it is true.  
Just this year, rumours spread from Pitjantjara country that they had been seen. A few 
days later, the buzz spread throughout the community and on social media. Then 
word came that one had been spotted at Yuendumu speaking Pintupi. There was real 
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fear and the school was told 
no bush trips by family 
elders “Too many 
Pungalungkus about Larry.” 
Then word came that the 
Yuendumu police had caught 
it. They even sent a photo 
round to all the local 
communities to reassure 
everyone that the danger had 
passed. The police reported that the Pungalungku had been captured and it was in fact 
an old man lost looking for his family. Anything to calm the people, Pungalungkus are 
real out here. I wonder if you can see how powerful stories are? See that stories are 
alive, they breathe, can you see? It has taken me a long time to really see.  
 
Most things take a long time to see, however 
there are two things locals always say that 
you quickly see and learn to understand. 
First, never ever ask a local where someone 
is, never. The conversation will go 
something like this: do you know where 
Harold is? Somewhere. This is the only 
reply you will get when you ask anyone 
where someone is. The first few times you 
will think to yourself, of course they’re 
somewhere. Later as this reply wears thin, 
you move through the stages of mild 
amusement, mild annoyance towards outright irritation. Eventually, you reach a point 
where you realise there is no point in getting frustrated. There is a simple truth to their 
answer. Of course they are somewhere. We all are somewhere aren’t we?  
Whenever you hear a local say ‘might be’, they really mean definitely. It doesn’t matter 
what you are asking about. Should we go this way to Alice Springs? Might be that 
way. Then turn because it is that way, no question. Think it will rain later? Might be. 
Whatever your query, if the answer is ‘might be’, then be ready for it to happen.  
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Chapter 6 - Discussion 
 
This chapter is divided into three discrete sections, with each section 
examining one of the three questions that this study set out to answer. The 
three questions are: 
1. Are there any patterns of progression for the development of 
oral/spoken SAE of very remote Pintupi/Luritja Indigenous Language 
Speaking Students? 
2. What are the parallels between already existing oral first and 
second language developmental models and the oral SAE pattern of 
remote Pintupi/Luritja Indigenous Language Speaking Student 
children? 
3. What are the teaching implications of this for early childhood 
Second Language Acquisition of SAE in remote Aboriginal community 
schools? 
The first section considers the results and attempts to reveal a pattern 
of oral SAE ESL development for these children. This includes a 
discussion on the MLU of these children, as well as their production and 
usage of grammatical morphemes, as historically and contemporarily, 
these measures have been used to determine levels of language ability and 
growth. The second section examines current Grammatical Morpheme 
(GM) profiles for early year’s learners, using the results of this study to 
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determine what, if any, commonalities exist between these children and 
other learners. The third section reflects on the implications of the results 
of this study for very remote classroom practices and suggests the 
systemic processes and curricula that can offer teachers a way forward. 
6.1 What are the patterns of progression? 
This section discusses the results to determine the patterns of 
developmental progression that are apparent for these children. The data 
were analysed using several methods. First to be briefly discussed are the 
MLUw results. Although they are not the primary focus of this study, they 
are interesting and they support the grammatical morpheme results that 
will follow. The examination of the grammatical morpheme results 
includes a discussion of the group score method by collection period and 
by MLUw stages.  
To conclude this section, there is a discussion of the resulting GSM 
ranked order for the acquisition of grammatical morphemes by these 
children. Essentially, the GSM counts the number of instances in which a 
particular grammatical morpheme is used and the number of instances in 
which it is required to produce grammatically correct utterances. The 
computation of these two numbers produces a percentage-based ranking 
of acquisition for each grammatical morpheme. 
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Evaluating the MLUw results of the children included within this 
study demonstrates that the vast majority were in the early stages of 
development.  As shown in Table 5.1 and Figure 5.1, thirty nine percent 
were below Stage I, and a further eighteen percent were at Stage I. This 
means that a total of fifty seven percent of these children were at the single 
word stage after nearly two years’ exposure to English in the classroom 
context. This is noteworthy and requires explication. Further, Figure 5.4 
clearly shows that there was no discernible relationship between the age 
of children and their MLUw output. For example, the diversity of MLUw 
results from children at the same age of eighty eight months swings 
between one and nine words per sentence. Clearly, there is no discernible 
relationship between the age of these children and their MLUw. 
Consequently, any developmental profiles for these children based on age 
will be deficient in that they will not encompass the broad range of 
individual progression. Further, it should also be remembered that over 
time, each individual child will demonstrate progression through the 
MLUw stages. 
The discussion now focuses on the grammatical morpheme GSM 
results by collection period and by MLUw. The sequence inherent within 
the rankings of the GSM over each collection period as shown in Tables 
5.2, 5.4 and Figure 5.3 demonstrated no clear rising or cumulative pattern 
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of progression for the acquisition of the grammatical morphemes 
investigated. Equally, the results by MLUw, as shown in Tables 5.1 and 
5.5, exhibited no noticeable pattern of progression. The grammatical 
morpheme results by collection period and by the MLUw fluctuated or 
remained static. These fluctuations included increasing, decreasing, 
increasing-decreasing and decreasing-increasing use of grammatical 
morphemes. Fluctuations like these have been reported in other 
grammatical morpheme studies (Balason & Dollaghan, 2002; Brown, 1973; 
Cameron & Lee, 1991; Davison & Hammer, 2012; Paradis, 2005; Rosansky, 
1976).  
Brown (1973) first noticed that none of the grammatical morphemes 
that he investigated were fully or rapidly acquired and that there were 
considerable variation for the inclusion and omission of grammatical 
morphemes over the course of his study. Following Brown’s (1973) study 
of monolingual learners of English was Rosansky’s (1976) study of 
bilingual learners, which found that individual variations of grammatical 
morpheme acquisition were masked by the application of the GSM. 
Rosansky (1976) advocated caution, as his results showed that cross-
sectional and longitudinal analysis revealed different acquisition orders at 
different periods.  
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Similarly, this study undertook a comparison of the results from a 
longitudinal and case study perspective. The results of this study support 
the other grammatical morpheme order study findings that different 
orders are revealed at different periods and that there are variations 
between individuals that are smoothed out with the application of the 
GSM. This smoothing effect can, as Davison and Hammer (2012) suggest, 
influence the GSM results, as small numbers of children may in fact be 
providing most or all of certain of the grammatical morphemes being 
investigated.  
Observing the case study results from this study uncovers shifts 
between individuals that mirror the swings within the group score 
method results by collection period and by MLUw stage. Primarily, there 
appear to be no discernable patterns of progression or acquisition, with 
grammatical morphemes appearing then disappearing from usage. This is 
consistent with the fluctuating findings from other bilingual studies, in 
which there appears to be great individual variation in the acquisition 
process, with learners alternating between inclusion and omission of 
grammatical morphemes until mastery levels are attained (Balason & 
Dollaghan, 2002; Cameron & Lee, 1991; Davison & Hammer, 2012; Paradis, 
2005; Rosansky, 1976). 
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There are two factors that contribute to the oscillation between the 
inclusion and omission of grammatical morphemes at an individual and 
combined level and lead to a lack of any clear identifiable pattern of 
progression. The first factor is the inherent natural rhythms of bilingual 
acquisition. Second, the early and emergent stages of these results 
corroborate the unique context in which these children are learning ESL. 
The final GSM ranked order for the grammatical morphemes collected 
over an eight-month period in this study are shown in Table 6.1.  
 
Table 6.1. Group score method ranked order. 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
Progressive  
Third person singular 
Past irregular 
Preposition  
Pronoun  
Copula  
Possessive  
Plural  
Auxiliary  
Past regular 
Article  
 
The resulting ranked order of acquisition can be slightly misleading 
without analysing the accuracy ranking for each grammatical morpheme, 
as the GSM aggregates the results from all of the children over each 
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collection period to arrive at the ranked order of acquisition. It must be 
acknowledged that the cohort size over each data collection period 
decreased and consequently the overall GSM results are in fact biased. The 
two case studies and the data sets of the 20 participants that were collected 
from round one and round two give a clearer view of the aggregated GSM 
grammatical morpheme ranked order. It is important to acknowledge that 
the accuracy ranking or overall percentage values in relation to the 
acquisition target values for grammatical morphemes are likewise an 
aggregation of the results from all of the children and their collected 
samples. Contemporary studies identify a differentiation in the acquisition 
process and report and monitor the percentages that reach the three 
grammatical morpheme acquisition stages of ‘early emergent’, ‘emergent’ 
and ‘acquired’ (Davison & Hammer, 2012). 
The results from the GSM for the children in this study reveal that 
four grammatical morphemes lie within the lower area of the emerging 
stage (50-89%), with six grammatical morphemes in the early emerging 
stage (10-49%) and one grammatical morpheme outside of the established 
grammatical morpheme stages. Of the grammatical morphemes examined 
within this study, four can be considered as being within the emerging 
stage (the progressive, third person singular, past irregular and preposition). 
Another six grammatical morphemes lie within the early emerging stage 
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(pronoun, copula, possessive, plural, auxiliary and past regular). Finally, a 
single grammatical morpheme falls outside of any of the stages of 
acquisition (the article). Within the GSM, results are averaged across all 
children and all samples and consequently, the natural variations of 
results between individuals are obscured.  
Additionally, there is another important aspect obscured within the 
GSM that is revealed through an examination of the raw data. This 
revelation is directly related to the early and emerging nature of the GSM 
grammatical morpheme results and becomes apparent through an 
examination of the SOC results. There is a marked contrast in the order of 
grammatical morphemes when they are assembled and analysed by the 
percentage values of the required rates and subsequent returns for their 
SOC and this is shown in Table 6.2. 
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Table 6.2. Suppliance in Obligatory Context required and return rates. 
High required – High return 
 
 
High required – Low return 
 
 
 
 
Low required – High return 
 
 
Low required – Low return 
 
 
 
Progressive 
Preposition 
 
Pronoun 
Auxiliary 
Copula 
Article 
 
Past irregular 
Third person singular 
 
Possessive 
Plural 
Past regular 
 
 
In summary, the findings of note are the MLU scores for these 
children and the prevalence of early and emerging acquisition thresholds 
for the grammatical morphemes examined in this study. That the majority 
of these children are in these initial and embryonic developmental stages 
is a mark of the distinctive context for these learners. This is an important 
finding from this study: that despite almost two years of being exposed to 
SAE in a classroom context, the majority of these children are still 
operating in the initial MLUw stages and none of the grammatical 
morphemes can be considered as being acquired. According to this 
  
241 
 
measure of attainment, not one of the eleven grammatical morphemes met 
the ninety percent acquisition threshold to be considered as being 
acquired. Of the grammatical morphemes investigated, four were found to 
be within the emerging stage (the progressive, third person singular, past 
irregular and preposition). Another six grammatical morphemes fell within 
the early emerging stage (pronoun, copula, possessive, plural, auxiliary and 
past regular). Finally, the article fell below any of the stages of acquisition.  
Clearly the children in this study were acquiring SAE in a style and 
at a rate unlike other grammatical morpheme order studies of 
monolingual and bilingual English language learners. This may have been 
the result of the unique context of these children and the first language 
influence as reported in other ESL grammatical morpheme order studies 
by Hakuta (1976), Wode, Bahns, Bedy and Frank (1978) and Shin & Milroy 
(1999). Additionally, reviews of multiple grammatical morpheme order 
studies by Kwon (2005) and Luk & Shirai (2009) maintain that a learner’s 
first language significantly influences their grammatical morpheme 
acquisition profile.  
The GSM findings from this study revealed a partial emerging 
pattern of development, which at this stage does not provide a definitive 
SAE ESL oral profile for these children. Despite this emergent bilingual 
oral English developmental profile it is apparent that applying the SOC 
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required and return ratios can provide a clearer understanding of the 
processes in play. For example, from this perspective, these particular ESL 
learners use some of the eleven grammatical morphemes investigated in 
greater quantities with greater accuracy than others (high required rates 
with high returns), whilst others have lower quantities with a greater 
accuracy (low required rates with high returns). Conversely, other 
grammatical morphemes have lower quantities and accuracy rates (high 
required rates with low returns and low required rates with low returns). 
This understanding of the scales and precision of grammatical morpheme 
production by these children will influence teacher pedagogy and, in turn, 
classroom practice. 
Consequently, because of the early and emergent nature of the 
results revealed within this study, the question, “are there any patterns of 
progression for the development of oral/spoken SAE of very remote 
Pintupi/Luritja Indigenous Language Speaking Students?” can only be 
partially answered. Influencing the results of this study were the number 
of participants, the sample sizes, the attrition rates and the time frames of 
this study. With the influence of these factors, it is possible that a full and 
complete profile of the developmental stages or oral English for these 
children might not become apparent in this study. To fully explicate the 
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complete pattern of oral SAE development for these children will require 
further research. 
Later steps, for other anticipated projects, include comparing the 
second language results from this project with other Aboriginal language 
groups in the NT. These anticipated comparisons should reveal if any 
cross-linguistic differences and universals or commonalities exist between 
differing Aboriginal first language speakers and their acquisition of early 
oral SAE for first grade remote and very remote Aboriginal school 
children in the NT. These mapped commonalities will enable teachers to 
better understand the course of acquisition for early oral ESL development 
for Aboriginal children in the remote and very remote context. This 
should allow education providers and teachers to develop and design 
appropriate curriculum profiles and education programmes and plans 
that are based around the growth and consolidation of the emergent SAE 
ESL oral behaviours and indicators mapped in this project. 
 This study has revealed the emerging and developing competency 
in SAE by these children. Further, this insight into the embryonic stages of 
English oracy for these children has ramifications for classroom pedagogy, 
which will be discussed in Section Three. 
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6.2 What are the parallels with existing language profiles? 
 
Given that the first question from this study did not provide a 
definitive grammatical morpheme developmental profile, it is reasonable 
to suppose that there may be difficulties in fully answering the second 
question, “Are there any parallels between already existing oral/spoken first and 
second language developmental stages/sequences/profiles or models and the SAE 
oral/spoken profile or pattern of progression of remote Pintupi/Luritja Indigenous 
Language Speaking Student children?”  
Despite the early and emergent nature of the grammatical morpheme 
results and the ensuing early and emerging acquisition rankings from this 
study, some comparisons can be made with other grammatical morpheme 
order research. The results of this study will be compared with other 
research findings from grammatical morpheme monolingual and bilingual 
learners of English. This section begins with a discussion on the 
grammatical morpheme results of this study compared to the grammatical 
morpheme study of monolingual learners of English by Brown (1973); the 
grammatical morpheme ESL studies of Dulay and Burt (1973, 1974); the 
grammatical morpheme ranked order model by Dulay, Burt and Krashen 
(1983); and finally, a contemporary ESL grammatical morpheme order 
study by Davison and Hammer (2012).  
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The studies by Brown (1973) and Dulay and Burt (1973, 1974) were 
selected for comparison with the results from this study as they were the 
first child studies that noticed and reported on an order of acquisition for 
monolingual English learners (Brown, 1973) and ESL learners (Dulay & 
Burt 1973, 1974). The study by Davison and Hammer (2012) was chosen as 
a recent and contemporary child study on grammatical morpheme 
development by ESL learners. 
Comparing the grammatical morpheme order study by Brown (1973) 
of Monolingual Learners (ML) of English with the children from this study 
reveals both consistencies and discrepancies. The progressive and 
preposition positions are comparable and are found within the first cluster 
of grammatical morphemes from this study and the Stage II MLU 
grammatical morphemes reported by Brown (1973). The exception in these 
higher ranked grammatical morphemes is the plural, which ranks highly 
for Brown (1973) but much lower in this study. The lower plural result 
from this study may be attributable to first language influence. Within 
Pintupi/Luritja, there is no grammatical morpheme for the plural as there 
is in English, rather in Pintupi/Luritja the notion of plural is generally 
expressed through a word ‘tjuta’ to signify many or more than one or by 
using an identifying numeral to indicate the exact number.  For example 
in Pintupi/Luritja, two items or objects such as boys are identified as ‘ula 
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kutjarra’ (boy two) whilst a group of more than two is identified as ‘ula 
tjuta’ (boy many). Employing, “contrastive analysis” the children’s first 
language may be influencing the rate of acquisition of the plural 
grammatical morpheme in English (Zobl, 1984). This will be examined in 
further detail following this discussion on the GSM grammatical 
morpheme ranked order results from this study. 
There is also similarity in the ranking for the copula and possessive 
from Brown’s (1973) study and this study, where they are mid-ranked in 
MLU Stages III and IV. Brown (1973) found the possessive and copula also 
mid ranked in MLU Stages III and IV or sixth and seventh respectively, 
whilst this study sees the copula sixth and the possessive seventh. The 
contractible and auxiliary and past regular, additionally, are ranked well 
down the order by Brown (1973) in MLU Stage V, and in this study, they 
are likewise at the lower end of the ranked order. This clustering effect 
may be related to the type of grammatical morpheme, as reported by Zobl 
and Liceras (1994) in their review of two monolingual English and four 
bilingual grammatical morpheme order studies. They found that a 
functional categorisation of grammatical morphemes as ‘free’ and ‘bound’ 
revealed parallels within and across categories. This type of analysis sees 
‘free’ grammatical morphemes as those that are not embedded within 
other grammatical structures like articles, whereas ‘bound’ grammatical 
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morphemes are those that must be tied to existing structures like the 
progressive and plural.  
Table 6.3. Brown (1973) English grammatical morpheme results and model of acquisition 
compared with this study 
Brown (1973) MLU & Grammatical morphemes Grammatical morpheme 
ranked order from this 
study 
Stage II 
MLU 2.25 
 
 
Stages III & IV 
MLU 2.75 – 3.50 
 
 
 
Stage V 
MLU 4.00 
Present progressive 
Prepositions 
Plural 
 
Past regular  
Third person irregular  
Uncontractible copula 
Articles  
 
3rd person & past regular 
Auxiliaries 
Copula 
Contractible auxiliaries & 
copulas 
 
Progressive  
Third person singular 
Past irregular 
Preposition 
Pronoun 
Copula  
Possessive  
Plural  
Auxiliary  
Past regular  
Article  
 
 
As shown in Table 6.3, the primary areas of divergence between this 
study and Brown’s (1973) study occur with the positioning of the plural, 
the third person singular, the past irregular and the article. The third person 
singular and past irregular rank higher in this study than in Brown’s (1973), 
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and the plural and article rank lower in this study than in Brown’s (1973). 
The higher ranking of the third person singular and past irregular within this 
study as opposed to Brown’s (1973) study is directly related to the GSM 
and their SOC ‘required’ and ‘return’ rates. The third person singular and 
the past irregular yielded low ‘required’ rates, yet they had high ‘returned’ 
rates of supply. This influences the GSM ranking and in this case, their 
high rankings can be attributed to the low ‘required’ and high ‘return’ 
SOC rates and the inchoate nature of the grammatical morpheme order 
results from these children. The lower rankings for the plural and the 
article may in fact be directly related to first language influences. 
 The discussion will now be directed towards an examination of the 
eleven English grammatical morphemes investigated in this study, listed 
in their GSM ranked order, for comparison with Pintupi/Luritja. This 
review for equivalent grammatical morphemes between the two 
languages uses the contrastive analysis method (Zobl, 1984). This contrast 
will require an explanation of some of the grammatical features unique to 
Pintupi/Luritja and this follows the overview of the similarities and 
difference in Table 6.4. 
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Table 6.4. Contrastive analysis of the grammatical morphemes Group Score Method ranked order with 
Pintupi/Luritja grammatical morphemes. 
 SAE grammatical 
morpheme 
Pintupi/Luritja 
equivalent 
Suffix example 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
Progressive  
Third person singular 
Past irregular 
Preposition  
Pronoun  
Copula  
Possessive  
Plural  
Auxiliary  
Past regular 
Article  
Yes  
Yes – different 
Absent 
Limited – for, inside 
Yes – different 
Absent 
Yes  
Yes - different 
Yes - different 
Yes  
Absent  
nyi, ni 
paluru, panyapa, ngarri 
 
ku, yurrngu 
 
 
ku 
tjuta, minga 
nyi 
nu, ngu, nu, ngu 
 
 
An examination of the grammatical morphemes that are markedly 
different in Pintupi Luritja is necessary and the following discussion will 
explain how they are different to English, or SAE, grammatical 
morphemes. 
First, the pronoun which is much more complex in Pintupi/Luritja 
and importantly does not distinguish gender. In Pintupi/Luritja pronouns 
are used to express number and this is revealed in the singular (one 
person or thing), dual (two people or things) and plural (more than two 
people or things) expression of pronouns. Further they are used to express 
the case (the form of transitive or intransitive verb) and finally they are 
  
250 
 
used to understand person (who is being addressed) (Heffernan and 
Heffernan, 2005, pp.51-75). Significantly, for teachers it is the underlying 
non-attribution of gender with the pronoun form of grammatical 
morpheme that is most visible and difficult for children to master. 
Second, the plural, which as discussed earlier, differs from English 
and is signified by the use of the word ‘tjuta’ (many) or in some cases the 
word ‘minga’ (ants) is attributed to signify a multitude or millions. 
However, there are instances when the use of repetition indicates the 
plural. For example, a person may say ‘puli’ (hill) for the singular but to 
indicate many hills they may repeat the word ‘puli’ for the plural rather 
than say ‘puli tjuta’ (K. Hansen, personal communication, May 26, 2016). 
Third, are the copula and auxiliary, which are grouped together for 
this discussion as they are related grammatical forms. Pintupi/Luritja 
controls the notion and use of the copula and auxiliary differently to 
English. In English a copula is a main verb that links a subject with 
information whereas an auxiliary is a lexical verb that links a noun and a 
verb. For example, both are expressed using: am, are, is, was, were, be and 
been.  
In Pintupi/Luritja these two types of grammatical morpheme, the 
copula and auxiliary, are expressed through either verbless sentences or 
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with the use of posture verbs. In verbless Pintupi/Luritja sentences there is 
no equivalent use of any form of copula, it is absent and in the English 
translations in this instance it is inserted. For example, in Pintupi/Luritja 
the declaration “Ngaatja mangarri kuya” is seen in stem and suffix form as 
“ngaa-tja mangarri kuya” and the literal translation in English becomes 
“this-one food bad”. In English the copula form of ‘is’ needs insertion for 
meaning and sense therefore it becomes “This food is no good” (Heffernan 
and Heffernan, p.28, 2016). There is no equivalent form of the SAE copula 
in Pintupi/Luritja due to its verbless sentence structure.  
The notion of posture verbs somewhat, but not quite, imitate the 
function of an auxiliary and are expressed with the suffix “nyi”(Heffernan 
and Heffernan, p.28, 2005). However, this attribution is an over 
simplification of an entire differing view and construct of the world from 
English. The suffix ‘nyi’ is in fact a progressive grammatical morpheme, 
yet in this particular construct of the world it relates to how objects are 
seen as ‘being’ in the world.  
This world view of the Pintupi/Luritja people sees every object; the 
clouds, trees, books, people, hills, mountains, grass, cars, houses, as ‘being’ 
or ‘alive’ within their physical space. From the Pintupi/Luritja world view 
everything has one of four states of ‘being’ and they are: “sitting, standing, 
lying or stooping” within the world (Heffernan and Heffernan, p.28, 2005; 
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K. Hansen, personal communication, May 24, 2016). From this world view 
and construct all things exist as being and are expressed as a form of the 
progressive which acts as a type of lexical verb which is in fact an auxiliary. 
Therefore, there is an approximation of the auxiliary within Pintupi/Luritja 
but it belies a fundamental different world view and construct from 
English. (K. Hansen, personal communication, 26th May 2016). 
Finally, it should be noted that Pintupi/Luritja is evolving in its use 
of language and in some instances there is an older and a modern style of 
local vernacular, with older speakers using a style of language that differs 
from younger users (K. Hansen, personal communication, 26 May, 2016). 
In summary, of the 11 grammatical morphemes examined in this 
study seven have an equivalent in Pintupi/Luritja, of these seven 
grammatical morphemes three are vastly different to their SAE 
counterparts (the third person singular, pronouns and the auxiliary). From 
these equivalent seven grammatical morphemes one of them have a 
limited equivalency in Pintupi/Luritja (the preposition). There are three 
SAE grammatical morphemes that are not present in any form in 
Pintupi/Luritja (the past irregular, the copula and the article). Further 
discussion of the influence of L1 on the SAE ESL acquisition of 
grammatical morphemes occurs in section 3 of this chapter what are the 
classroom implications? 
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To summarise, there are similarities and differences between 
monolingual learners of English and these children. However, caution is 
advised from drawing any firm conclusions between monolingual English 
learners and the children from this study due to the early and emergent 
nature of the results from this study. The results should be applied 
cautiously with other grammatical morpheme monolingual English 
studies in which grammatical morpheme acquisition has been achieved.  
The early ESL grammatical morpheme studies of Dulay and Burt 
(1973, 1974) were later fashioned into an invariant order of acquisition that 
complemented Krashen’s Monitor Theory and they became the driving 
force and dominant paradigm in ESL language acquisition. Dulay, Burt 
and Krashen’s (1982) model shall now be contrasted with the early and 
emergent grammatical morpheme GSM results of this study, as shown in 
Table 6.5. 
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Table 6.5. Dulay, Burt & Krashen’s (1982) Developmental model 
compared with this study. 
Dulay, Burt & Krashen (1982) Grammatical morpheme 
ranked order from this 
study 
Cluster 1 
 
 
 
Cluster 2 
 
 
Cluster 3 
 
Cluster 4 
Present progressive  
Plural  
Copula  
 
Auxiliary  
Article  
 
Irregular past  
 
Regular past  
Third person singular  
Possessive  
Progressive  
Third person singular 
Past irregular 
Preposition 
Pronoun 
Copula  
Possessive  
Plural  
Auxiliary  
Past regular  
Article  
 
There is only one similarity between the model developed by Dulay, 
Burt and Krashen (1982) that was based on research by Dulay and Burt 
(1973, 1974) with Spanish and Chinese ESL learners and the early and 
emergent results of this study - and that is the top ranking of the 
progressive. The other remaining grammatical morphemes from this study 
show no discernible comparison with Dulay, Burt and Krashen (1982). 
Five grammatical morphemes rank lower than the early and emergent 
results from this study: the preposition, the plural, the possessive, the article 
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and the past regular. Three grammatical morphemes rank higher than the 
early and the emergent results of this study than with the Dulay, Burt and 
Krashen (1982) model, being the third person singular, the copula and the 
auxiliary.   
To summarise, there are greater differences than similarities between 
the ESL model of Dulay, Burt and Krashen (1982) and the early and 
emergent profile of the children that participated in this study. However, 
as with the earlier comparisons with English monolingual learners by 
Brown (1973), caution is advised from drawing any firm conclusions 
between Dulay, Burt and Krashen’s (1982) ESL grammatical morpheme 
model and the children from this study due to the early and emergent 
nature of the results of this study. The results of this study should be 
applied cautiously with other grammatical morpheme monolingual and 
ESL studies in which grammatical morpheme acquisition has been 
achieved.  
Finally, this section reviews the recent ESL Grammatical Morpheme 
study by Davison and Hammer (2012). This contemporary study 
distinguishes children by their the age of contact or exposure to English, 
with children being categorised as either having contact in the home 
context prior to formal schooling or at the age of formal schooling. 
Davison and Hammer (2012) charted oral English development over a 
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two-year period for all the children in their study. They classified ‘home 
entry contact’ as children that had contact with both languages from birth 
and ‘school entry contact’ as those who were first exposed to English upon 
contact with the preschool education system. This differentiation between 
home entry contact from school entry contact revealed different 
developmental profiles for each group of bilingual children.  
The study by Davison and Hammer (2012) was selected because it 
differentiates the contact age of children with English and the children 
included within this study make their first meaningful contact with 
English on their enrolment in primary school. Therefore, the children in 
this study have a relatively late first contact with English due to the 
unique context within which they live. It was reasonable to think that 
there might be similarities between the results from the children included 
within this study and with the school entry contact children from Davison 
and Hammer’s (2012) study. The children from this study reside in a very 
unique social milieu within the wider social structure of Australia, in 
which the language of currency and everyday use is their first language of 
Pintupi/Luritja.  
The study by Davison and Hammer (2012) tracked home and school 
entry contact over a two year period, and so the results are comparable 
with the results from this study which focus on the oral English of the 
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Year One school students over the course of their second year of 
enrolment in the primary school system. In comparing the results from 
Davison and Hammer’s (2012) study with the results from this study, it is 
apparent that there are a few commonalities as shown in Table 6.6.     
 
Table 6.6. Davison & Hammer (2012) results compared with this study. 
Davison & Hammer (2012, p.738)  
Home Entry Contact School Entry Contact This study 
In and On 
Articles 
Progressive 
Uncontractible 
Auxiliary 
Past – ed 
Plural – s 
Possessive 
Irregular past tense 
Contractible auxiliary 
Contractible copula 
Uncontractible copula 
Third person singular 
Irregular third person 
In and on 
Irregular past tense 
Plural – s 
Articles 
Progressive 
Contractible auxiliary 
Past – ed 
Contractible copula 
Uncontractible copula 
Possessive 
Irregular third person 
Third person singular 
Uncontractible 
auxiliary 
Progressive 
Third person singular 
Past irregular 
Preposition 
 
Pronoun 
Copula 
Possessive 
 
Plural 
Auxiliary 
Past regular 
Article 
 
In summary, Table 6.6 reveals that the home entry contact results 
show a single similarity with the results from this study and the other nine 
grammatical morphemes demonstrate increasing or decreasing ranks 
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when compared with the early and emergent results from this study. The 
possessive remains static between both studies, ranking seventh. The five 
decreasing grammatical morpheme rankings are: the preposition, the article, 
the auxiliary, the past regular and the plural. The higher ranked 
grammatical morphemes are: the progressive, the copula, the third person 
singular and the past irregular. With the school entry contact results, Table 
6.4 shows only differences between the children from this study and the 
bilingual (Spanish/English) children in Davison and Hammer’s (2012) 
study. There are six grammatical morphemes that demonstrate a decrease 
and four grammatical morphemes that show an increase in their ranked 
orders when compared with the results from this study. The decreasing 
grammatical morphemes are: the preposition, the past irregular, the plural, 
the article, the auxiliary and the past regular. The four increasing 
grammatical morphemes are: the progressive, the copula, the possessive and 
the third person singular. 
Davison and Hammer (2012) reported that of the bilingual Spanish 
pre-schoolers in their study, with 2 years of exposure to English, there was 
only one grammatical morpheme (the uncontractible copula) in which 
none of the children reached the acquired stage. The other twelve 
grammatical morphemes from their study showed that the number of 
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children that reached the acquisition stage ranged from twelve to one 
hundred percent. 
Unlike their Spanish-speaking school entry counterparts from 
Davison and Hammer’s (2012) study where children were followed over a 
two year period from the age of three to the age of five in the preschool 
context, the children in this study were followed over an eight month 
period in their second year of primary school. Therefore the children from 
this study are older, with a later English language contact age than the 
ESL children in Davison and Hammer’s (2012) study. Consequently, the 
grammatical morpheme results reflect this later and reduced English 
language contact. 
Evidence for this latter age of contact and exposure is revealed where 
none of the eleven grammatical morphemes reached the acquisition 
threshold of ninety percent. There are four grammatical morphemes in the 
lower end of the emerging stage, within the fifty to eighty-nine percent 
range. Whilst there are six grammatical morphemes in the early emerging 
stage that ranges from ten to forty-nine percent, with one grammatical 
morpheme so low as to not rank in any accepted grammatical morpheme 
acquisition threshold stage. 
The nascent nature of the results is clearly established by the fact that 
none of the grammatical morphemes investigated reached the acquisition 
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threshold of ninety percent. This is a significant finding, as it means that 
after nearly two years of being exposed to, and instructed in, English, 
these children are still within the early and emergent developmental 
grammatical morpheme acquisition stage thresholds. Accepting that these 
children are in fact early and emergent learners after almost two years of 
instruction in English is difficult to reconcile with the existing 
developmental profiles in use in the NT education system. Current 
prescribed documents in the NT provide profiles and outcome statements 
that resoundingly do not resemble the learning trajectory of the children 
described in this study.   
In conclusion, the grammatical morpheme results from this study are 
clearly within the early and emergent phases of acquisition development 
and consequently it may be argued that the results from this study may 
not be fully comparable with any other grammatical morpheme studies in 
which the acquisition threshold is achieved.  However, this does not 
necessarily signify that an evaluation of the early and emergent results 
from this study with other studies should not be undertaken. Rather, this 
evaluation of these early and emergent results with other studies is the 
first step in monitoring the developmental pathways of these unique ESL 
learners in very remote communities and is an acknowledgment and 
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recognition of the contextual factors that affect the developmental 
pathways for these unique ESL learners. 
6.3 What are the classroom implications? 
This section considers the third and final question underpinning this 
thesis, “what are the teaching implications for early childhood Second Language 
Acquisition of Standard Australian English in very remote Aboriginal 
community schools?” The consideration of this question will involve 
partitioning this section into two segments that examine the implications 
of the early and emergent nature of the grammatical morphemes revealed 
by this study for these children. First, this section will evaluate the MLUw 
and the grammatical morpheme results from this study with current 
classroom English oral language profiles mandated by the NT DoE. 
Second, this section will discuss the implications of the results from this 
study at a classroom and a systemic level. 
As of October 2014, there are three documents currently mandated 
by the NT DoE for English oral language assessment in the very remote 
ESL context. They are the English oral language age based profiles of the 
Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua, the NTCF ESL Scales and the Australian 
Curriculum (AC) English as an Additional Language or Dialect (EALD) 
documents. As described in in Chapter One, each document is meant to 
complement the other and provide an increasingly detailed description of 
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the developmental pathway. The AC EALD document provides broad and 
brief descriptions of a learner’s stages of progression, which is then 
supplemented by the NTCF ESL scales and elements, which provide a 
greater description of the ESL learner’s journey. Finally, the Diagnostic Net 
T-2 Continua was developed by the NT DoE to provide teachers with 
detailed descriptors of ESL learners at specific age grades. Each document 
requires teachers to document a learner’s progression through ongoing 
assessment and to then report on this progress at a school and system-
wide level. It is the Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua that will be focused upon 
in this section, as this document has the greatest detail of the prescribed 
pathway for oral ESL learners in the NT. 
Table 6.7. Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua.  
Year One outcomes compared with the results from this study. 
Year One Outcomes and Indicators (2010, 
p.30). 
The Grammatical Morpheme ranked 
order of this Study. 
Present progressive  
Plurals 
Regular past tense 
Irregular past tense 
Possessive 
Third person present tense regular 
Third person present tense irregular 
Contractions 
 
The little words 
A, the, is, am, are 
 Progressive  
Third person singular 
Past irregular 
Preposition 
Pronoun 
Copula  
Possessive  
Plural  
Auxiliary  
Past regular  
Article  
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As shown in Table 6.7, on the surface, there are similarities between 
the Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua Year 1 oral English outcomes and the 
results from this study. This seeming relationship is apparent through a 
resemblance of the overall inclusion of the type and range of grammatical 
morphemes within the Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua Year 1 outcomes and 
those covered in the results of this study. However despite any superficial 
resemblance, there is a major disparity between the desired outcomes 
from the Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua Year 1 outcome statements and the 
results of this study. The Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua is not a 
developmental profile, it is a list of desired year and age based outcomes, and 
the results from this study clearly demonstrate that all of the grammatical 
morphemes under investigation are in the early and emerging stages of 
development. This is an important distinction, as a list of desired 
outcomes is not a developmental profile. 
The Year 1 outcomes in the Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua are meant to 
signify acquisition, as the document states “by the end of Year 1, students 
must be able to... speak with sentences that demonstrate the following 
grammatical markers” (p. 30) and these are listed in Table 6.7. However, a 
closer examination of the Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua Year 1 outcomes 
does not identify what signifies acquisition of these desired grammatical 
markers, just that students must be able to demonstrate use of them by the 
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end of Year 1. This lack of clear guidelines on what constitutes acquisition 
for the grammatical morphemes in the Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua Year 1 
outcomes can lead to the conclusion that any use of these grammatical 
markers by Year 1 students could signal acquisition.  
Consequently, it can be reasoned that the list of grammatical markers 
in the Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua Year 1 outcome statement does 
resemble the early and emerging grammatical morphemes of the very 
remote early years’ Aboriginal students revealed by this study. However, 
this is disingenuous, as the reality is that the results from this study clearly 
show that none of the grammatical morphemes used by the early years’ 
very remote Aboriginal school students included within this study can be 
considered as being acquired and they are plainly within the early and 
emerging developmental stages.  
Another issue related to the Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua is revealed 
through the oral English outcomes for students in the year prior to Year 1, 
the transition students. According to this document, “by the end of 
Transition, students must be able to… speak in 4-5 word sentences and 
compound sentences joining two sentences together” (p. 30). 
Unfortunately, this outcome statement in the Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua 
for Transition students does not reflect the reality of working with these 
children, as the MLUw results from this study clearly show.  
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The MLUw results for the children from this study revealed that 
eighty-one percent of the oral English samples that were collected and 
analysed fell between a MLUw 1.00 to 3.12, or from below Stage I to Stage 
III. In other words, 81 percent of these children spoke in sentences of three 
words or less, with only 19 percent speaking in sentences greater than 
three words. Primarily, less than one-fifth of the students included in this 
study spoke in sentences greater than three words almost twelve months 
after the Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua prescribes that this outcome should 
have been achieved. Essentially, the Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua 
descriptors undervalue the early and emergent path of these children and 
do not acknowledge their developmental pathway. 
To summarise, despite being dense with English oracy outcome 
statements, the Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua description of learners has 
little similarity with the SAE ESL oracy displayed by the very remote 
Aboriginal early year’s school students as demonstrated by this study. The 
age and year based lists provided by the Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua 
document are detailed statements of what the NT DoE desires from early 
years learners. Although a superficial glance reveals similarities between 
the T-2 Diagnostic Net’s list of prescribed outcomes and the results from 
this study, unfortunately on closer inspection, there is no resemblance to 
the early and emergent MLUw results or the grammatical morpheme 
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results of these children that have been revealed through this study. 
Consequently, children from this context that are assessed using the 
Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua are inevitably found to be not reaching the 
prescribed targets and outcomes as mandated by the NT DoE. 
This part of the discussion will now concentrate on teacher 
pedagogy, or how the results from this study should influence the early 
years’ very remote classroom. First, it should be acknowledged that there 
is a great diversity across the many very remote Aboriginal classrooms. 
However, each of the early years very remote classrooms included within 
this study at Ikuntji, Papunya, Watiyawanu and Walungurru are multi-
age and linguistically homogenous in regards to their first language 
(Pintupi/Luritja).  
This study has demonstrated that within the very remote early years’ 
multi-age classroom, there is a large spread of MLUw, ranging from 1.00 
up to more than 7.00. Consequently, for these children, there is substantial 
variation in MLUw and this variation suggests that teachers need to adopt 
an approach that caters for this wide variability in SAE of these children. 
This approach requires a fine balancing act that simultaneously promotes 
meaningful exchanges for those at either end of the MLUw stages. It is the 
notion of meaningful exchanges that teachers must strive for within their 
very remote classrooms.  
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One avenue to assist in this endeavour is the use of “contrastive 
analysis” (Zobl, 1982) in which teachers can seek out comparable 
meaningful examples between SAE oracy targets and the children’s first 
language. For example, as mentioned earlier, in Pintupi/Luritja there is no 
comparable grammatical morpheme to signify the plural as in English, 
however there is a specific word to signify more than one or specifically 
the notion of many. In Pintupi/Luritja, this is expressed with the word 
tjuta. Therefore, teachers and assistant teachers in very remote 
Pintupi/Luritja classrooms can explicitly use the word tjuta to explain the 
English grammatical morpheme concept of the plural, which is signalled 
by the use of ‘s’. 
Conversely, teachers can examine the SAE ESL grammatical 
morphemes that are markedly different or absent from the students L1 to 
better understand the difficulties of their students when no conceptual 
framework exists upon which they can hang their prior knowledge of 
grammatical morphemes.  
Interestingly, when compared with the High and Low SOC ratio 
returns, illustrated in Table 6.2 it becomes apparent that SAE grammatical 
morphemes that are different (more complex) and absent in 
Pintupi/Luritja are in this High/Low SOC category (the pronoun, copula, 
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auxiliary and article) and this must be related to L1 influence on the 
acquisition process. 
This L1 influence is revealed through this cluster of absent or 
different grammatical morphemes, within this cluster is the pronoun which 
is much more complex than SAE and does, as discussed above, not 
indicate gender. Rather in L1 they follow grammatical rules of number, 
case and person. This is why it is ranked lower in this study as there is no 
conceptual framework for gender in their L1 upon which to hang an 
understanding. Thus is takes longer to acquire is ranked lower and 
requires explicit instruction.   
Similarly, the notion of the SAE copula is entirely absent in 
Pintupi/Luritja as they employ verbless sentences and consequently they 
too have no conceptual framework upon which to hang their 
understanding of this SAE grammatical morpheme. The L1 equivalent of 
the SAE auxiliary is also very different and the conceptual framework 
upon which this hangs in their L1 is revealed through their world view of 
‘being’, in which all things have one of four states of being, which is 
expressed through the SAE equivalent through the notion of the present 
progressive.  
Lastly, the article is also absent from the students L1 and they have 
no conceptual framework upon which to hang this SAE grammatical 
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morpheme. Thus it is unsurprising that the article is ranked lower, takes 
longer to acquire and requires constant explicit instruction 
These four SAE ESL grammatical morphemes that have a High 
required rate and Low return in obligatory contexts are either absent or 
very different from the students L1. This is the influence of the students L1 
on the acquisition process and supports findings that a speakers’ L1 
influences the acquisition order for SAE ESL grammatical morphemes 
(Hakuta, 1973; Larsen Freeman, 1976; Wode et al., 1978; Kwon, 2005; Luk 
and Shirai, 2009; Murakami and Alexopoulou, 2015).  
Further, recent findings clearly demonstrate that grammatical 
morphemes that are absent in a speaker’s L1 have lower accuracy rates 
than grammatical morphemes that are present in the L1 (Murakami and 
Alexopoulou. 2015). Similar to the results of this study the grammatical 
morphemes that are noticeably absent, or very different from, the students 
L1 are ranked lower and therefore take longer to be acquired.  Essentially, 
these four particular SAE ESL grammatical morphemes that are clustered 
within the High required rates with Low return obligatory contexts 
require explicit and recurring direct instruction within the very remote 
classroom. 
The results from this study clearly demonstrate that these children 
are within the early and emergent developmental domains and accepting 
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the validity of this provides a foundation upon which to develop 
contextually relevant emergent profiles for teachers of these children. This 
expanded foundation recognises that existing oral English assessment 
profiles used by the NT DoE neglect the early and emergent phases of 
development and that the results from this study provide insights into 
these developmental areas.  
These insights could provide teachers with a greater understanding 
of the early and emergent nature of oral English development by these 
children. The results from this study should allow teachers to identify the 
nuances of the early and emergent developmental pathways of these 
children and adapt their pedagogy appropriately. This adaption of 
pedagogy is revealed through an understanding of the import and impact 
of the findings from this study and the underlying relationships of transfer 
between the students L1 and their acquisition of SAE ESL.  
This acknowledgement of the influence of L1 transfer is revealed 
through the absence, or marked difference, of particular grammatical 
morphemes which cluster within the SOC results that are delineated along 
High and Low required rates and returns. Understanding the significance 
of this inter-relationship between L1 transfer and the SOC results and 
ensuing ratios of return can improve the targeting of explicit instruction. 
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Essentially, this knowledge of the inter-relationships between 
grammatical morphemes that are similar, absent of markedly different 
from SAE allow teachers to target their explicit instruction. For teachers 
without any knowledge or understanding of the grammatical structures of 
their students L1 they can base their understanding of which grammatical 
morphemes to target around the SAE ESL SOC ratios. Put simply, 
describing the early and emergent SAE ESL grammatical morphemes by 
the ‘high’ and ‘low’ ‘required’ and ‘returned’ rates of supply reveals the 
intricate nuances of the emerging development of oral English by these 
children (See Appendix D).   
Primarily, grammatical morphemes can be grouped according to 
their SOC ‘required’ and ‘return’ ratios. There are those with a ‘high 
required’ rate and a ‘low return’ and those that have a ‘low required’ rate 
with a ‘low return’. Other grammatical morphemes have ‘high required’ 
rates with ‘high returns’ and there are those with ‘low required’ rates with 
‘high returns’. From this understanding of SOC ‘required’ ratios and their 
‘returns’, teachers can determine which grammatical morpheme ratios and 
returns match or mismatch their early and emergent developmental 
profile. Those that have ‘high required’ rates and ‘low return’ ratios will 
require explicit instruction to enable them to become more balanced. 
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In the context of this study, the grammatical morphemes that have 
an equivalent in Pintupi/Luritja have High required rates and High 
returns (the progressive and preposition) and they rank higher in the 
acquisition order and need less explicit direction and instruction within 
the classroom environment due to their frequency of appearance and use. 
Whilst the notion of the preposition is limited in Pintupi/Luritja this 
restricted use provides a contextual framework upon which children can 
build their existing grammatical knowledge. This limitation of forms 
within Pintupi/Luritja provides a bridge for students to develop a greater 
understanding of the equivalent SAE grammatical forms of the preposition. 
This is not the case for the grammatical morphemes that are very 
different or absent in Pintupi/Luritja. Like those that have Low required 
rates and have High returns (the third person singular and past irregular), as 
their frequency of use suggests that they are not in tandem with the 
children’s early and emergent development, and may have very low rates 
of use and high returns due to the nascent nature of the results from this 
study. Correspondingly, it may also be valid to suggest that at this early 
and emergent stage of development, grammatical morphemes with low 
required rates and low returns (the possessive, plural and past irregular) are 
in developmental harmony and require no direct intervention or 
instruction at this stage. However, this is unclear at present. 
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Conversely, the grammatical morphemes with High required rates 
and Low returns (pronoun, auxiliary, copula and article) suggest that 
acquisition of these morphemes is not synchronous with the children’s 
development. Accordingly, it is reasonable to suggest that they will 
require explicit and direct instruction within the very remote classroom 
environment.  
In conclusion, the early and emergent MLUw and grammatical 
morpheme order results revealed by this study can inform and drive 
curriculum and pedagogy at a system and classroom level. However it 
should be recognised that the results of this study require a cautious 
response that does not venture into the realms of speculation and 
supposition. Essentially, further research is required before any definitive 
and comprehensive developmental profile that charts the entire 
developmental pathway can be revealed. However the results from this 
study expand our current understanding of the emergent developmental 
pathway of these learners in the very remote context. 
6.4 System level responses 
The discussion will now turn to examining system level responses to 
the early and emergent nature of the MLUw and grammatical morpheme 
results from this study. First, the discussion will examine what are the 
current drivers at a systemic level within the NT DoE, specifically the NT 
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DoE’s responses to the latest education review, “A share in the future: a 
Review of Indigenous Education in the Northern Territory” conducted by 
Bruce Wilson during 2013 and released in 2014. In this document, it is 
acknowledged that oral language is one of the key factors to early and 
later literacy for all early learners, particularly for those from very remote 
communities that arrive at school with no oral English (Wilson, 2014, pp. 
101 -111). However, the report offers no direction or recommendations 
related to oral language programs for these children, nor does it provide 
any direction for establishing developmental models, assessment tools or 
instruments for these developmental domains in this context. This report 
offers no advice or guidance on how to improve English oracy in these 
very remote settings, however it does make numerous recommendations 
on how to track the development of early literacy. 
Wilson’s (2014) review makes a number of specific recommendations 
that encompass a wide range of the components for literacy. These 
recommendations begin in preschool and carry on into the primary school 
arena. They begin with citing the need for clear phonological profiles for 
first language and ESL in preschool. Following this, the review suggests 
that English should be the language for the delivery of the curriculum 
from the beginning of formal school, and that a standardised and 
mandated phonological and phonemic awareness teaching program with 
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associated assessment instruments is undertaken for all students on their 
entry into remote schools. The review then directs the NT DoE to 
undertake initial research to ensure that these teaching programs and 
assessment instruments are effective with remote Aboriginal students and 
that they establish NT wide age benchmarks for reading, phonemic 
awareness and sight words and provide avenues for reporting against 
those benchmarks to monitor school effectiveness and program efficacy 
(pp. 19-21). 
Wilson (2014) suggests that Dr Roslyn Neilson’s assessments are 
appropriate for the very remote context. Specifically, these are the 
Sutherland Phonological Awareness test (SPAT-R), a variation of the 
School Entry Alphabetic and Phonological Awareness Readiness test 
(SEAPART) that has been adapted for the NT context, and the Groote 
Eyland English Phonological Assessment Test (GEEPAT). These 
assessment protocols have been adopted by the NT DoE and are currently 
being trialled in the NT. Wilson (2014) acknowledges that these trial 
instruments will require adaptation (p. 128). Further, he insists that these 
assessments should be linked with NT wide age-expected benchmarks for 
the key areas of reading level, phonemic awareness and sight words and 
that they could build on the Diagnostic Net T-2 Continua. This review then 
notes that the Direct Instruction (DI) program has its own well-developed 
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internal assessment and data management processes and that they would 
meet the criteria set out in his report and should be adopted (Wilson, 2014, 
p. 128). Additionally, Wilson (2014) disapproves of the range of other 
general and specific literacy assessment tools and instruments currently in 
use and favours a consistent and mandatory approach across all schools 
involving tests that diagnose and identify student starting points and then 
monitor student progress through the early years of schooling (p. 129)  
 Clearly, there is a focus by Wilson (2014) on promoting the 
importation of yet another learning package, the DI and its associated 
assessment protocols, into the NT very remote school system. Although 
Wilson (2014) recognises the importance of English oral language, 
unfortunately this report fails to address this gap, rather it focuses on the 
other aspects of literacy. The report by Wilson (2014) remarks that the NT 
has developed a Diagnostic Net for Transition to Year 2 and that this 
document is a “valuable map, though it is neither a curriculum nor an 
assessment instrument” (p. 123).  
As previously discussed in this Chapter and in Chapter One, it has 
been demonstrated that the Diagnostic Net T-2 does somewhat describe the 
elements of oral language development, as do the NCTF ESL Scales and the 
AC  EAL/D documents. However each of these documents have their own 
particular deficiencies and each document is based on data and research 
  
277 
 
carried out in jurisdictions that are not comparable to the unique 
educational context that exists in the very remote Aboriginal communities 
within the NT and other Australian jurisdictions. 
Primarily, the NTCF ESL and the AC EAL/D lack sufficient detail for 
teachers to be able to understand, document and chart the developmental 
process of these ESL learners. Like the Diagnostic Net T- 2, they provide a 
dense array of descriptive statements that are not applicable to the early 
and emergent language learners revealed in this study.  
As previously mentioned, from September 2014, the NT DoE began 
trialling the SPAT-R and GEEPAT before an anticipated system wide 
rollout in 2015/16. This expansion of system-wide phonological testing 
builds upon the introduction of two other system-wide assessment 
protocols introduced in 2014 that are used to monitor the effectiveness of 
another learning package (Visible Learning), which was introduced into 
all Central Australian schools in 2013 and rolled out throughout the NT in 
2015.  
The Progressive Assessment Test in Reading (PAT-R) and 
Progressive Assessment Test in Mathematics (PAT-M) were rolled out 
across Central Australia in 2014 as a biannual assessment protocol for all 
school aged students from Year 1 to Year 7 to measure effect sizes that are 
integral to Visible Learning. These two off-the-shelf mainstream 
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assessment protocols complement the proposed rollout of SPAT-R and 
GEEPAT and the existing system-wide regimes for assessing the 
competency of early year’s very remote Aboriginal students. Systemic off-
the-shelf data collection programs within the very remote Aboriginal 
classroom include: PAT-R, PAT-M, the Assessment of Student 
Competencies (ASC), and PM benchmarks. Other ‘custom built’ systemic 
data programs include: the T-2 Diagnostic Net, the NTCF ESL and all 
aspects of the Australian Curriculum. 
The introduction of these new measures means that very remote 
teachers are spending inordinate amounts of their daily teaching time 
collecting system-wide data for reporting purposes and from the 
viewpoint of a classroom teacher, very little of this data informs and 
drives the programming and planning for the education of students in the 
classroom. Meaningful data is that which aids teachers in understanding 
where students are and where they are going in the next developmental 
stages. This reliance by the NT DoE on off-the-shelf products developed 
for mainstream schools and students continues the deficit assessment 
model for very remote Aboriginal students and fails to acknowledge the 
early and emergent developmental profiles of these very unique learners 
in the outback of Australia.  
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Currently, the education and political systems in the NT are in the 
process of developing responses to the latest NT Indigenous Review by 
Wilson (2014) and its recommendations. As previously mentioned, these 
recommendations include items that relate to data collection and the use 
of developmental profiles to track student learning. Currently, the NT 
DoE uses a mix of mainstream learning packages and developmental 
profiles. It is envisaged that in the future, the NT DoE will supplement 
these existing system level responses with contextually relevant research, 
like this study. 
Historically, State, Territory and Federal Government education 
Departments and Authorities have identified very remote Aboriginal 
school children as being ESL learners. Over time, this classification has 
changed to as English as an Additional Language or Dialect (EALD) 
learners and now the current classification is as English as an Additional 
Language (EAL) learners. Throughout the classification stamps applied to 
these learners, there has been a continuous refusal at a political and 
systemic level to recognise the unique and restricted English language 
context in which these very remote Aboriginal children reside in.  
The majority of the oral English produced by these very remote 
Aboriginal early years school children and captured in this study can only 
be described as developmentally emergent in nature as it inhabits the 
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initial MLU Stages and the ‘early emergent’ and ‘emergent’ grammatical 
morpheme acquisition stages after nearly two years of being exposed to 
English in the Western school system. This is evident, as eighty one 
percent of the MLUw samples are below MLU Stage IV, significantly over 
a third or thirty nine percent are below MLU Stage I and would not 
normally be registered within MLU profiles.  
Further support for the embryonic developmental stage of these 
children’s oracy in SAE ESL can be found in the grammatical morpheme 
results, in which none of the grammatical morphemes investigated 
reached the acquisition threshold of ninety percent. Four of the 
grammatical morphemes from this study are in the lower portion of the 
emergent stage of acquisition, with another six in the early acquisition 
stage and one grammatical morpheme scoring so low as to not register 
within the accepted developmental acquisition thresholds. 
Currently in the NT, an age-based profile exists in the form of the 
Diagnostic Net T-2. The results of this study clearly support previous 
studies in determining that age-based profiles are inappropriate for 
establishing the oral language capabilities of any language learners (Ellis, 
2009).  
This study is a validation of the fact that the collective aged-based 
profiles currently in use in the NT must be replaced with a developmental 
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profile that permits the broad spectrum of oral English language 
capabilities of these children to be identified and monitored.  
Consequently, the only appropriate format currently available is to 
first ascertain the MLU of a learner and to chart their progression through 
the MLU stages, rather than identifying a predetermined set of oral 
language markers based on the age of a learner. Once a child’s MLU has 
been determined, this process can be complemented by identifying and 
documenting their early and emergent ESL SAE grammatical morpheme 
development and the SOC required and returned ratios to provide a more 
accurate profile of their developmental progression. 
The literature review of grammatical morpheme studies in Chapter 
Three shows that researchers have clearly demonstrated that there is little 
evidence to support the notion of a universal developmental profile for the 
oral language of ESL learners. This can be problematic for educators and 
education systems working within a multi-ethnic and/or multi-lingual ESL 
paradigm. However this is not the case for the very remote Aboriginal 
communities included within this study, in which the vast majority of ESL 
early years Aboriginal students are in a multi-age linguistically 
homogenous classroom in which all of the students speak the same first 
language (Pintupi/Luritja). Despite this developmental idiosyncratic 
paradigm that appears to exist with ESL learners of differing linguistic 
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backgrounds, there is some resolution of this on a systemic level within 
the NT.  
First, it was noted in Chapter One by Heffernan and Heffernan 
(2005) that Pintupi/Luritja has the same “vocabulary and grammatical 
peculiarities” (p. 3) found in two other bordering Aboriginal language 
groups of the Central Western Desert region. Consequently, the early and 
emergent ESL SAE grammatical morpheme acquisition threshold results 
from this study may in fact be applicable in at least two other language 
group contexts within Central Australia. Second, it was noted in Chapter 
Four that Deutscher (2010) has recently shown that “no evidence has come 
to light that our mother tongue imposes limits on our intellectual horizons 
and constrains our ability to understand concepts or distinctions used in 
other languages“(p. 234). This insight by Deutscher (2010) has implications 
on the notion of generalisability for ESL learners, in that it does influence 
the styles of thinking and the developmental patterns in learning English. 
However, it does not affect a learners’ ability to appreciate the nuances of 
learning English, such as particular grammatical morphemes and 
structures that may or may not be present in their first language. 
The interesting results from this study regarding the earlier emerging 
nature of the oral English of these children is indicative of two important 
issues that have arisen during the course of this research. First, the studies 
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that support an invariant order of acquisition and therefore the Universal 
Grammar theory of language development are outnumbered by the 
numerous studies that dispute this assertion. It is clear from these studies 
that there are first language vagaries that impact upon the order of 
acquisition. Second, and most importantly for this project, these results are 
a clear testimony to the contextual uniqueness of education in very remote 
Aboriginal communities. Consequently, any oral English profiles applied 
in this arena should be based on research conducted in this context. 
Further, it is crucial that all stakeholders in the creation and delivery of 
education in this context should refrain from importing mainstream 
and/or ESL oral language profiles from other contexts, as these children 
will learn English at a different pace, style and manner to other learners of 
English. 
Other unexpected results from this study relate to the earlier 
emerging nature of the oral English developmental profile for the MLUw 
and the grammatical morphemes of these children. Delineating the GSM 
rankings for the eleven grammatical morphemes by differentiating the 
SOC required rates and returns provides a clearer view of the early and 
emerging developmental processes at play and enables teachers to target 
learning. This understanding of the earlier emerging development of the 
grammatical morphemes examined in this study will impact on the 
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currently applied oral SAE developmental profiles and classroom 
practices for these children in the early years of school.  
The domination of the results within the ‘early emergent’ and 
‘emergent’ acquisition thresholds clearly illustrate and support the case 
that these children are operating within a highly distinct context, whereby 
other monolingual or ESL oral language developmental patterns and 
profiles should not be applied. This supports findings by Paradis (2005), 
where an analysis of twelve different languages found that the English 
language expectations for bilingual children were improbable. Further, 
this improbability then leads to the misidentification of bilingual children 
as being erroneously assessed and referred for language intervention. 
Further, recent findings by Davison and Hammer (2012) demonstrate 
that a critical factor often missed by researchers investigating bilingual 
children and language development is the age of entry to school and the 
age of contact with the second or target language. Crucially for these 
children, their first meaningful contact with English occurs upon entry to 
the school system and the current ESL SAE oral language profiles in use 
by the NT DoE do not acknowledge the earlier emerging stages of oral 
English development. 
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A way forward 
 
In valuing the differences between learners, three proposals arise 
from the results and conclusions of this study. These three proposals 
establish a way forward that is inclusive of all learners no matter where 
they are positioned on the oral English developmental path. This way 
forward will enable the creation of a comprehensive developmental model 
that maps English oracy from its earlier emerging stages through to the 
later stages of accomplished and fluent speakers.  
First, further research with a larger cohort, examined over a longer 
period, with a greater frequency of data collection, should be undertaken. 
This prospective longitudinal research will enable the entire acquisition 
and developmental SAE ESL processes to be uncovered and surveyed. 
Such research would complete the earlier emerging profile revealed in this 
study.  
Second, the results from this study clearly demonstrate that the 
developmental profiles and assessment methods currently commissioned 
by the NT DoE to measure the development of SAE in the very remote 
ESL context are inadequate. Current profiles and measures rely on 
research conducted outside of the very remote context and essentially 
cannot be reconciled to this context, as they neglect the early and emergent 
developmental behaviours revealed in this study. Such reliance on 
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mainstream models of development perpetuates a deficiency paradigm of 
the children from this context. Consequently, the NT DoE should 
recognise this oversight and adapt existing models and methods to 
include the early and emergent developmental indicators revealed 
through this study. 
Third, recognising the inchoate nature of the oral SAE results from 
this study, a professional development and/or orientation package should 
be created for all very remote teachers. This package could be delivered in 
a digital format, on entry into the teaching service in the NT, or at a 
professional in-service opportunity.  This professional learning package 
should be developed from the Orchestrating ESL oracy: Mapping speech and 
talking toolkit. What, when and how to teach ESL oracy in the very remote 
classroom. This professional package is in the development stage and 
outlines the characteristics of oral SAE ESL progression and the classroom 
mechanics to run an oral ESL program in the very remote context based on 
the findings from this study (See Appendix D).   
This SAE ESL package focuses on teachers and students and is split 
into two areas: identification (mapping) and strategies (toolkit). It is a 
priority list for teachers of what to teach and when to teach it that also 
looks at how to teach it. It is a sequence of linguistic items fashioned into a 
package of priorities for teachers that is based around the research 
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generated from this study, linking teacher pedagogy with current research 
on corrective feedback and communication strategies.  
The grammatical morpheme results from this study demonstrate that 
these children display a range of grammatical morpheme types that can be 
organised into two classes: ‘early emerging’ and ‘emerging’. Through the 
results of this study, these two classes can be arranged onto a framework 
that identifies the rates and ratios of required and supplied grammatical 
morpheme rates. This high/low framework fashions this range of 
grammatical morphemes into a pre-set script for teachers to deliver, in 
which children move from grammatical morphemes that have high 
required and supplied rates of occurrence to low required and supplied 
rates of occurrence. As shown in Figure 6.1, elements within this SAE ESL 
package have been designed to be delivered in pairs, moving from high 
required/high supplied ratios to high required/low supplied, then to low 
required/low supplied and finally to low required/high supplied. 
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Figure 6.1. Priority of teaching for introducing grammatical morphemes. 
 
This may appear counterintuitive, however, clustering the ‘high’ and 
‘low required’ grammatical morphemes together provides a structured 
reference marker for children to make connections. Within this clustering, 
the children begin with known or familiar concepts and move towards 
unknown concepts, hanging the new information upon an existing 
framework of knowledge. From this construct, the ‘high/high’ 
grammatical morphemes (progressive, preposition) provide the initial 
relatable hooks for children that then lead into the next four ‘high/low’ 
grammatical morphemes (pronoun, article, auxiliary and copula) [the 
auxiliary and copula have been paired together as they are similar forms of 
high/high
• progressive
• preposition
high/low
• pronoun
• article
high/low
• auxiliary
• copula
low/low
• plural 
• possessive
• past regular
low/high
• 3rd person singular
• past irregular
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grammatical morpheme and it seems sensible to pair similar ‘high/low’ 
grammatical morphemes together]. Following are the ‘low/low’ rather 
than the ‘low / high’ grammatical morphemes, as they may require greater 
explicit teaching that the ‘low/high’ grammatical morphemes. These only 
occur rarely, yet when they do occur, they are usually used in the correct 
forms, hence they may, as yet, not require explicit intervention.  
This concludes the section on what and when to teach ESL oracy in 
the very remote classroom. The discussion shall now turn to how to teach 
it. This section focuses on teaching strategies for very remote schools that 
help create an environment rich in oral SAE opportunities and experiences 
for the children. Within the very remote context of limited SAE 
immersion, any approach must include that of explicit modelling and 
teaching, thereby providing children with a contextual cultural linguistic 
framework upon which to build (Ferlazzo & Sypnieski, 2012). 
Within the very remote context, teachers need to regularly program 
formal explicit periods in which a variety of formulaic sequences can be 
modelled and practiced by children. These contrived oral SAE ESL 
moments act as a platform for children to support their SAE ESL 
development. Within the classroom, it is vital that teachers provide daily 
structured periods in which scheduled oral SAE ESL activities can become 
ritualised for children.  
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Consequently, teaching programs need to choreograph a range of 
habitualised experiences, interactions and activities and these recurring 
SAE events will need to balance a combination of explicit teaching that 
focuses on the features of SAE such as grammar, vocabulary and 
pronunciation, as well as children’s implicit learning that may stem from 
meaningful engagement in these SAE events (Ferlazzo & Sypnieski, 2012).  
To further promote SAE ESL uptake and meaning, there are a 
number of functional strategies that teachers can include in their 
classroom.  These include monitoring and reducing the speed of teacher 
speech; pausing and waiting for answers from children; providing an 
environment rich in visual cues for children; and checking for 
understanding after giving instructions in SAE (Ferlazzo & Sypnieski, 
2012).  
Recently, research within the ESL classroom has shown that 
corrective feedback can be beneficial and promote learning. There are two 
main types of corrective feedback identified in the literature, being 
reformulations and prompts; both of which are said to be beneficial to 
learners (Ammar and Spada, 2006; Lyster and Saito, 2010; Lyster, Saito 
and Sato, 2013; Milla and Mayo, 2014). This research shows that young 
learners benefit more than older learners and that the effects for both types 
of corrective feedback are sustained and prolonged across instructional 
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settings, with prompts outperforming reformulations for those with low 
SAE ESL proficiency levels. Within the multi-year very remote classroom, 
teachers must be able to match, and switch when required, the types and 
styles of correctional feedback required by learners (Ammar & Spada, 
2006).  
Another important and positive contribution to SAE oracy within the 
ESL/EFL context is explicitly teaching communication strategies. This 
involves modelling and scaffolding through teacher and child directed 
role-play all of the discrete elements of how to learn another language. 
Amongst these mechanical aspects of ESL oracy are: code-switching, 
formulaic sequences, request phrases, fillers, turn-taking phrases, 
clarifications, repetitions, greetings and pause fillers (Farshi & Baghbani, 
2015; Rabab’ah, 2013; Saeidi & Farshchi, 2015). 
Within the very remote context, it is important to provide children 
with appropriate forms of critical feedback within a classroom that 
encourages daily multiple regularly structured experiences. These explicit 
activities deliver opportunities for children to be exposed to, and 
experience a range of, SAE ESL lessons that cover the communication 
strategies necessary to learn another language. 
Finally, as Davison and Hammer (2012) note, assessments for 
bilingual learners are typically based on mainstream developmental 
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patterns and unfortunately the same pattern across language groups does 
not exist. The children in this study reside in a very unique context within 
Australia and are first truly exposed to English on their entrance into the 
education system. Any contact with English prior to school is sporadic 
and fleeting. This relatively late first contact with SAE is currently not 
allowed for within school-based language assessment profiles for these 
children. This is clearly reflected in the difference between the actual and 
expected oral SAE ESL development of these children, as demonstrated by 
this study. Current profile documents in use within the NT exclude the 
segment of the developmental continuum these children inhabit and an 
adjustment of existing profiles to include these earlier and emergent 
aspects of language progression is clearly warranted.  
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Glossary 
 
Article A word whose role is marking noun phrases: 
the in the girl, a in a girl. 
Auxiliary A form of the verb to be and includes: is, am, 
are, was, were, be and been. It is a lexical verb, a 
‘helping’ verb that links a noun with an 
action. 
Copula A form of the verb to be and includes: is, am, 
are, was, were, be and been. It is a main verb, it 
is a verb that links a subject with information 
that does not describe action. 
English as a Foreign 
Language (EFL) 
When English is being learnt by non-English 
speakers inside a non-English speaking 
country. If you are Chinese and attending an 
English language school in China then you 
are an English as a Foreign Language learner. 
English as a Second 
Language (ESL) 
When English is being learnt inside an 
English speaking country by a person from a 
non-English speaking background. 
Past irregular A way of referring to the past that is NOT 
marked by –ed. They are irregular (e.g. rang, 
saw, wrote, fell went, got). 
Past regular A way of referring to the past that is marked 
by -ed (e.g. looked). 
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Plural A word meaning more than one regular noun 
and this usually shown with words that end 
in -s or -es.  
Possessive It indicates possession or ownership, e.g. 
boy’s, boys’, Mary’s. 
Progressive A word ending in ing. 
Pronoun Examples include: I, they, them, he, she, his, 
her. 
Remote If you reside on an outstation, homeland, 
station, or acreage more than 50 but less than 
100 kilometres from a regional or rural centre 
in the NT then you are living remote. 
Sequential Bilingual If you are learning a second language after 
you have started learning your first language. 
If you are 4 years or older when you begin 
learning the second language.   
Simultaneous 
Bilingual 
If are learning or exposed to two languages 
from birth. 
Third person 
singular 
Third person singular: when a singular 
pronoun is in the subject position and is 
immediately followed by a verb. He is not 
happy. 
Very remote If you reside on an outstation, homeland, 
station, or community more than 150 
kilometres from a regional or rural centre in 
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the NT then you are living very remote. 
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Appendices. 
 
Appendix A. Coding and scoring. 
A1. Mean length of Utterance segmentation samples.  
A2. Grammatical morphemes scoring and coding samples. 
 
Appendix B. Northern Territory Department of Education Approvals. 
C1. Strategic Executive Services letter to conduct research. 
C2. School principal letters of approval. 
C3. Director of school performance letter of support. 
C4. ILSS manager letter of support (2). 
C5. Tanami Group School principal letter of support. 
 
Appendix C. Community approvals. 
D1. Community consent protocols. 
D2. Community consent letter. 
 
Appendix D. Draft Workshop. 
E1. Orchestrating ESL oracy. Mapping speech and talking toolkit. 
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Appendix A: Data scoring and coding. 
Mean Length of Utterance (MLU) segmentation samples. 
 
Mean Length of Utterance segmentation sample from Jericho 
 S
tart  
In
terview
er 
S
top  
S
tart  
C
hild  
S
top  
W
o
rd
s  
U
ttera
n
ces  
P
ictu
re 1
 
 
 
  
 
   
 0:29 What’s the story in 
this picture? 
0:30 0:31 
Happy 
0:32   
    0:34 
Happy is 
playing happy 
0:37 4 1 
 0:38 They are, is there 
anything else you 
want to tell me about 
this picture? 
0:40 0:41 
Football 
0:42 1 1 
 0:43 Where’s the football? 0:44 0:44 
mmm…mmm… 
0:46   
 0:47 okay 0:48 0:49 
And dog… 
0:51 2 1 
    0:54 And looking at 
mummy 
0:57 4 1 
 0:58 That’s a good story 
should we look at the 
next picture? 
1:00      
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P
ictu
re 2
 
 
 
  
 
   
 1:03 What’s the story in 
this picture? 
1:05 1:06 
Football kick. 
This one kick it 
football 
1:11 7 1 
    1:13 
This one This 
one gone and 
that 
1:16 5 1 
 1:19 Can you see anything 
else 
1:20 1:21 
This happy um 
smile 
1:26 3 1 
 1:27 He is smiling he’s 
very happy 
1:29 1:30 
And it looking 
this is drawing 
turtle This one is 
milk milk 
1:46 11 1 
 1:47 Drinking milk 1:47 1:48 
Yeah 
1:48 1 1 
 1:49 Okay should we look 
at the next picture? 
1:50 1:51 
Yeah 
1:51 1 1 
P
ictu
re 3
 
 
 
  
 
   
 1:52 What’s the story in 
this picture? 
1:53 1:54 This one throw 
it football at 
down 
This and at 
down 
2:01 11 1 
 2:02 He’s throwing it in 
the water? 
 
2:04 
Yeah this one 
and drinking 
this one here  
2:09 8 1 
   
 
2:11 
football is is 
crying 
2:13 3 1 
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2:15 
This one get it 
this one 
2:17 6 1 
 2:18 He’s gonna get the 
football  
2:19 
2:19 
Yeah 
2:19 1 1 
 
2:20 You got a good 
memory for this 
story. Is there 
anything else you 
want to tell me about 
this picture? 
2:24 2:25 
Is looking at this 
one 
2:27 5 1 
 
   2:29 
is laughing this 
one 
2:31 4 1 
    2:33 
and big and this 
blanket blanket 
2:38 5 1 
 2:40 Okay that’s a great 
story, I like your story 
so far. Should we 
look at the last one? 
2:43 2:44 
yeah 
2:45 1 1 
P
ictu
re 4
 
 
 
  
 
   
 2:46 What’s the story in 
this picture? 
2:48 2:48 He get he get it 
these two happy 
two happy dog 
coming and 
swim here 
2:56 11 1 
    2:58 he happy this 
one his come get 
this piece here 
and painting 
3:05   
    3:06 this one come 
and sleep here 
3:08 18 1 
    3:10 happy and his 
happy look 
3:13 5 1 
 3:14 So everyone is very 
happy 
3:15 3:15 
Yep 
3:15 1 1 
    3:18 And this one 
little one 
3:21 5 1 
 3:22 That’s a great story 
C13, give me 5. I like 
that story a lot. 
3:26 3:26 
One more 
3:27 2 1 
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 3:28 You want to watch 
your story in the 
movie? 
3:29 3:29 
Yeah 
3:30 1 1 
 3:32 To make this stop you 
have to press this 
button one time. 
3:35  
 
   
       136 26 
     MLU 5.23 
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Grammatical morphemes scoring and coding samples. 
 
Grammatical morpheme 
scoring and coding sample 
from Jericho. 
F = Formed  
M = Malformed 
  
P
ro
n
o
u
n
 
P
rep
o
sitio
n
 
A
rticle  
C
o
p
u
la
 
P
ro
g
ressiv
e 
P
lu
ral  
A
u
x
iliary
 
P
ast reg
u
lar 
P
ast irreg
u
lar 
P
o
ssessiv
e  
3
rd p
erso
n
 
sin
g
u
lar 
 F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M 
Happy                       
They are happy 1      1                
Happy is playing happy         1    1          
They are happy and are 
playing 
1      1  1    1          
Football                       
A football     1                  
And dog                       
And a dog     1                  
And looking at mummy   1      1              
And the baby is looking at 
mummy 
  1  1    1    1          
Football kick. This one kick 
it football 
1                      
They kicked the football. This 
one kicked it, the football 
2    2          2        
This one This one gone and 
that 
              1        
This one and this one are gone 
and that 
              1        
This happy um smile                       
This one is happy and smiling       1  1              
And it looking this is 
drawing turtle This one is 
milk milk 
1       1 2    1          
And it is looking at this and 
she is drawing a turtle. This 
one is having milk. 
2  1    1  3    2          
Yeah                       
Yeah                       
This one throw it football 
at down 
This and at down 
   2              1     
This one threw the football 
down 
    1            1      
Yeah this one and drinking 
this one here  
        1              
Yeah this one is drinking and 
this one here 
        1    1          
Football is is crying         1    1          
He is crying for the football 1  1      1    1          
This one get it this one 1                      
This one is going to get it, 
this one 
1  1  1  1      1          
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Grammatical morpheme 
scoring and coding sample 
from Jericho. 
F = Formed  
M = Malformed 
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 F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M F M 
Yeah                       
Yeah                        
Is looking at this one   1      1    1          
He is looking at this one 1  1      1    1          
Is laughing this one         1    1          
This one is laughing         1    1          
And bed and this blanket 
blanket yeah 
                      
And a bed and this is the 
blanket, yeah 
    2  1                
He get he get it these two 
happy two happy dog 
coming and swim here 
3      1  1              
He gets it and these two are 
happy and the dog is coming 
he is swimming here 
4    1  2  2    2          
He happy this one his 
come get this piece here 
and painting 
1      1  1              
He is happy, this one he has 
come to get this piece here and 
a painting 
1  1  1  2  1    1          
this one come and sleep 
here 
                      
This one comes and sleeps 
here 
                  1    
Happy and his happy look  1                     
Happy and he is happy look 1      1                
Yep                       
Yep                        
And this one little one                       
And this one is a little one     1  1                
One more                       
Once more                       
Yeah                       
Yeah                        
Supplied 7 1 1 2 0 0 4 0 9 0 0 0 5 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 
Required  15 6 14 12 13 0 12 3 1 1 0 
            
SOC            
Denominator (F= 2 x; M =1x) 15 4 0 8 18 0 10 2 1 0 0 
Numerator (x2) 30 12 28 24 26 0 24 6 2 2 0 
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Appendix B: Northern Territory Department of Education. 
 
Strategic Executive Services. Approval to conduct research letter. 
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School Principals. 
 
Walungurru School Principal letter of support and participation. 
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Papunya School Principal letter of support and participation. 
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Haasts Bluff School Principal letter of support and participation. 
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Watiyawanu School Principal letter of support and participation. 
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Director of School Performance. Central Australia. Paul Newman 
letter of support. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Indigenous Language Speaking Student (ILSS) manager.  
Julie Permezel letter of support (1). 
 
Central Australia Office 
Alice Plaza 
Alice Springs 
Postal address  PO Box 1420 
ALICE SPRINGS  NT  0871 
Tel  (08) 895 17070 
Fax  (08) 895 17021 
Paul.newman@nt.gov.au 
 
 
 
 
 
To:  LARRY KENNY 
 
Re: Development of SAE ILSS Language Profile. 
 
This letter is to certify that the Department of Education in Alice Springs supports Mr 
Larry Kenny in undertaking  a PHDand the subsequent  development of the Standard 
Australian English Indigenous Language Speaking Support Profile and the research 
access approval to utilise ILSS data from the Tanami Group School. 
 
The research objectives will  provide a holistic education approach that enhances early 
childhood literacy teaching  development and numeracy skill development as well as 
empowering students to speak SAE with confidence. 
  
This research initiative will ensure that students from  the identified communities have 
to opportunity to realise their full potential. 
 
If require any further information, please contact me below. 
 
Yours Sincerely 
 
Paul Newman 
 
Director School Performance Central Australia 
Department Education & Training (DET)  
Central Australia 
08)89517023(p) 
08)89517026(f) 
 
 
 
  
 
DEPARTMENT OF  
EDUCATION AND TRAINING                             www.nt.gov.au 
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Indigenous Language Speaking Student (ILSS) manager (2). 
Julie Permezel letter of support. 
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Tanami Group School Principal. Andrew Mirtschin. Letter of support. 
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TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN 
 
Re: Development of SAE Language Profile for Indigenous Language Speaking Students 
(ILSS) 
 
I write in support of Mr Larry Kenny’s proposed PhD project to create a profile that charts the 
development of Standard Australian English (SAE) in Pintupi-Luritja speaking Indigenous 
students in four very remote communities in the Western Desert of Central Australia. Students six 
years of age or in their first year of formal schooling form the cohort for this project.  
 
Mr Kenny is well qualified for this project. He worked as the ILSS officer within Tanami Group 
School in 2008, and during this time, developed a culturally and developmentally appropriate data-
collection methodology for allowing students in the target group to display their full capacities in 
SAE at each point of monitoring over the year. Since the data collected in 2008 is to be used as the 
basis for developing the SAE ILSS profile, I shall add my support to any request made by Mr 
Kenny to the NT Department of Education and Training for permission to use this data in his PhD 
research. 
 
I firmly believe that many teachers have limited understanding of how ILLS students develop their 
language ability in English. Accordingly, the efficacious learning of SAE by Indigenous students 
is far too dependent on serendipitous teaching. I anticipate that the SAE ILSS profile developed by 
My Kenny out of his PhD research will be invaluable in informing teachers’ planning and 
programming to ensure enhanced SAE outcomes for ILLS students. As oracy precedes literacy, 
improved outcomes for ILLS students can be expected in other curriculum areas as a result of 
improving their capacity in SAE. 
  
 
Dr Andrew Mirtschin 
18 November 2009 
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Appendix C: Community approval. 
Community consent process. 
A series of meetings were held over a period of three months from December, 2009 
to March, 2010 with traditional landowners, elders and families from four very remote 
Indigenous communities; Ikuntji (Haasts Bluff), Warumpi (Papunya), 
Amurndurrngu/Watiyawanu (Mt. Liebig) and Walungurru (Kintore). These meetings 
were to discuss this project and two related themes emerged as being important across 
these communities. First, communities are concerned about the preservation of their 
linguistic and cultural heritage and identity. Second, communities are concerned about 
the types and quality of the education their children receive. These two related themes 
found expression by the communities in their desire for their children to be ‘strong both 
ways’. Communities agreed that models of education that enable their children to remain 
fluent and rich in their first language and learn the necessary skills to participate and 
interact with the mainstream English culture are preferred. This project underscores the 
centrality of SAE oral language development for this aspiration. 
A desire for the establishment of two-way learning school models are political 
aspirations and this is a Northern Territory Government (NTG) responsibility that is 
outside the influence of the researcher. However, the researcher has been a NTG 
employee for five years with the Northern Territory Department of Education and 
Training (NT DET) in a very remote community as the Acting teaching principal for 18 
months and teaching principal for the last six months and has been able to establish a 
school model that values, respects and teaches Indigenous language and culture to 
students and non-Indigenous staff, that promotes education and learning for all students 
and staff and encourages and supports Indigenous staff in further training with the aim 
of Indigenous control of the school. This model acknowledges educational requirements 
and departmental policies and attempts to provide a balanced approach to education 
within a very remote Indigenous context. The school and staff have recently been 
recognised for their approach and were awarded the 2009 Northern Territory School of the 
Year For Excellence in Indigenous Education.  
A focus on early years English oracy development is one component of the 
strategies developed at the school. Further, to achieve the Indigenous community desire 
for children to be strong in their culture the researcher has, and is, providing a model or 
path for other very remote schools that balances education departmental requirements 
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with an Indigenous language and culture program. For children to become strong in 
English culture and language a systematic approach is required and this ideally would 
begin with a spotlight on English oracy in the early years of school.  
Community consent for this project involved three rounds of meetings over a 
period of three months at the end of 2009 and the beginning of 2010. The first round of 
meetings was an initial informal meeting with traditional owners and community elders 
to explain the project. The second round of meetings were to discuss the project and seek 
feedback from communities on their thoughts about the project and what communities 
would like to gain from the project. The third round of meetings discussed the timeline 
for the project and how the project can meet community wishes. Within the third round a 
consent form was signed by traditional landowners, community elders and family elders. 
Another series of meetings will be scheduled with communities at the completion of the 
project to report the findings to communities  
First round - Initial Community meetings were held with traditional owners and elders 
from communities. 
Walungurru - December 18, 2009. 
Watiyawanu – December 19, 2009. 
Papunya – December 20, 2009. 
Ikuntji – December 21, 2009. 
Second round – Community meetings were held with traditional owners and family elders 
from communities. 
Walungurru – February 12, 2010. 
Watiyawanu – February 10, 2010. 
Papunya – February 11, 2010. 
Ikuntji – February 6, 2010. 
Third round – The third round of meetings occurred on the 20th and 21st of February 2010 
and were held at Amurndurrngu. Representatives from each of the four communities 
(traditional owners, community elders and family elders) travelled to Amurndurrngu for 
a weekend festival and over the course of this weekend meetings and discussions were 
held.   
Walungurru – March 20-21, 2010. 
Watiyawanu – March 20-21, 2010. 
Papunya – March 20-21, 2010. 
Ikuntji – March 20-21, 2010. 
  
334 
 
The researcher will explain for the HREC committee why the consent form signed 
by traditional landowners, community elders, family elders and primary carers is not 
compliant with the UWS consent form format. There are two inter-related reasons for the 
decision to alter the consent form format. First, the English literacy levels required to 
understand and comprehend the UWS consent form are not possessed by many 
community representatives. Second, much of the language and concepts used in the UWS 
consent form are unable to be translated into Pintupi/Luritja. For these reasons, the 
researcher developed a plain English format in which the language and concepts could 
be easily understood and translated.   
Community meetings are a process that involves sitting and talking with people 
for a period of time prior to discussing the reason for the meeting. This is the way things 
are done, meetings should never just begin, people establish relationships by sitting 
together and making occasional general enquires about each other’s families and events 
that have transpired since last seeing one another interspersed with periods of silence. 
When this period is complete then the reason for the meeting may be raised. 
Community Information 
1st community meetings. 
I have come to talk with you about myself and the little school children. I will be 
returning to Sydney for 6 months and am going to university. I am here to ask you to 
think about the story of how the little children learn to speak English at school. When I 
am at university would like to tell this story (how the little children learn to speak 
English).  Do you remember 2 years ago I came to speak with everyone about ILSS and 
videoing children? Do you remember watching those videos with me before Christmas in 
2008?  I ask you to think about allowing NT DET to let me look at those videos again for 
my university study. I would use these to tell the story of how the little school children 
learn to speak English. I ask you to think and talk about what me telling this story and I 
will return in one month to talk with you all about this some more. 
2nd community meetings. 
I have come back to listen and talk with you all some more about telling the story 
of how the little school children learn to speak English. It is important that first I ask you 
to think about what you want for the little school children and how I can help you. I get 
to tell this story – but this is your story, it belongs to you, your families and your 
children.  It is right that I ask you all what you want from the schools in your 
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communities and what I can do for your communities. I ask you all to think and talk 
about this and I will come back to talk with you in one month. 
3rd community meeting. 
I am here to talk some more about telling the story of how the little school children 
learn to speak English. I have come back today to listen about what you think is 
important for the little school children and your communities and how I can help. I asked 
you to talk and think about me telling this story. If you think it is a good idea that I tell 
the story of how the little school children learn to speak English can you write your name 
on this piece of paper. I will send this paper to my university to show them that we have 
talked about this story and that you have said that I may tell the story of how your 
children learn to speak English. 
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Community/Traditional Owners/Elders consent letter. 
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Appendix D: Orchestrating ESL oracy. Mapping early 
speech and talking toolkit. 
 
Higher Degree Research conference 2015.  
 
Welcome, after 20 minutes I will open up a discussion and I welcome 
any comments, critiques and issues you may see. 
I would like to share with you all a story. 
Stories are powerful and important where I come from. 
This story deals with education and linguistics, it has jargon, data, 
numbers and stats. 
At the end I am more than willing to discuss any aspects of the study or 
teaching in the bush in general…the purpose of this conference, for me 
anyway, is to share our stories and talk with each other. 
Let’s begin this story…. 
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Annual reports of Indigenous disadvantage mark the inability of 
children in very remote Aboriginal communities in the NT to meet 
National benchmarks.  
On their entry into the school system they are identified as being behind 
their mainstream counterparts. How can this be? There is a 
disconnection between the actual and expected development of their 
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SAE ESL speech. 
There is scant research on the language development of very remote 
Aboriginal children. 
There are no studies, to date, that have investigated their development 
of English as a Second Language (ESL).  
There are many ESL studies that have determined many developmental 
aspects and patterns. These include a speakers’ first language will affect 
their ESL order of acquisition for grammatical morphemes.  
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The children in this study were spread across 4 very remote 
communities and there were 3 collection rounds over an 8 month 
period. 
 
There were 30 children with 54 samples collected.  
30 children in Round 1  
20 children in Round 2  
4 children in Round 3. 
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The study collected 3hr 42m 38s of video files. 
Round 1 = 2 : 18 : 12 
Round 2 = 1 : 19 : 2 
Round 3 = 0 : 15 : 24 
 
 
 
With early language and speech development two aspects of language 
are measured and tracked to mark progress.  
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Teachers (but usually specialists and linguists) track and monitor the 
number and sorts of words children use.  
The frequency of speech is measured by determining the Mean Length 
of Utterance. The types of words are measured by determining the 
range and classes of grammatical morphemes. 
In this study we looked at the data collectively and individually. 
 
The mean length of utterance counts how many words and how many 
utterances are spoken to provide an average, a mean.  
This is done for each child and the results are discussed from a 
group/collective perspective. 
As you can see  
38 % are below Stage 1. 
18% are in Stage 1 
11% in Stage 2 
13% in Stage 3 
4% in Stages 4 and 5 
11% are above Stage 5. 
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Let’s now look at the age of the bush kids and their MLU because it is 
thought that up to a point there is a relationship between age and MLU.  
This relationship diminishes as children get older. If we look at these 
results we can see there is no relationship between age and MLU.  
Just look at the range for 6 kids at 76 or 7 kids at 88 months of age.  
 
Grammatical morphemes are the types of words and they are the 
smallest units of meaning. This study examined 11 of the most 
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commonly studied grammatical morphemes.  
 
These are the eleven morphemes this study reviewed. 
 
The grammatical morphemes were coded and scored then run through 
this formula, first developed by Dulay & Burt (1974). 
This results in a product that is then converted into a percentage 
ranking to determine an order of acquisition for the grammatical 
morphemes. 
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There is a computational formula that follows a standard methodology 
in determining the group score that has been in use since 1973. 
 
 
 
The top line indicates the 90% criteria for a morpheme to be considered 
acquired. Anything above the top line has been mastered. 
The middle line indicates the criteria for emerging and is set between 50 
to 89%. Anything above the middle line but below the top line is 
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considered to be emerging. 
The lower line indicates early emerging and is set between 10 to 49%. 
Anything between the bottom and middle line is considered to be early 
emerging. 
Anything below the bottom line is not considered.  
NOW ALL of the morpheme studies report that some morphemes DO 
NOT reach the acquired or mastery level. BUT NONE report that ALL 
of the morphemes don’t reach this stage. THIS IS SIGNIFICANT as after 
almost 2 years exposed to English in the school system these kids have 
not mastered any English morphemes.  
 
Looked at the data a number of ways collectively and as two case 
studies. Compared case studies with each other and with combined 
results. By collection period, by combined rounds, by MLU stage. 
I had a list of acquisition but I didn’t because of the low rankings / 
scores. The low returns. I went back to the data and noticed that at this 
chaotic and truly emergent stage of development some grammatical 
morphemes were not yet ‘locked in’ and as such I had to look at the 
frequency rates to get a better idea of the processes at play. I noticed the 
required and supplied ratio numbers. 
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This is where these children are at after nearly two years at school. The 
foundation benchmark marks the expected development of students by 
the END of that year.  
The group mean average (3.4) is for the end of Year 1. Only 15 % at the 
end of Year 1 meet the target for foundation or kindergarten (the 
previous years’ benchmark). 85 % are below. Of that 85 % 57 % are still 
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in the holophrase stage or speaking in single words.  
MLU targets are a year or more behind by Year 1 with most kids still 
speaking in holophrases. 
 
Grammatical morphemes are dynamic and fluid at this very early 
developmental stage.  
It is not possible to determine a hierarchical model of progression. 
 
But all was not lost because when I went back to the data I glimpsed 
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something curious and this revealed a view onto the early 
developmental processes at play. The differences between the frequency 
of required and supplied grammatical morphemes. 
Further expanded research. 
1. Similar cohort over a longer period with more regular collection 
periods. 
2. Smaller cohort over a longer period to look for individual 
variances. 
 
Now we have an understanding of the SAE ESL of these kids and we 
can adjust our use of developmental profiles to include the early 
emergent indicators displayed by these children. Further a better 
understanding of the processes of development we can begin to 
construct a framework to continue the journey from research to practice.  
We can begin to orchestrate the delivery of an oracy program in the very 
remote classroom.  
To do this… 
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Integral to any ESL classroom is the notion of Scaffolding.  
  
352 
 
 
In an ESL classroom teachers should… watch how fast they speak, give 
kids time to answer… 
 
When speaking with children teachers should be aware of which type of 
strategy they are using with children. 
Effective teachers know which to use and when to use, the understand 
which to apply and they monitor so they know when to switch 
strategies. 
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Here is a method of interaction – where would fit on the sliding scale? 
Implicit? Explicit? Reformulation? Prompt? Which type is it? 
This type of reformulation is very explicit, it is an explicit correction 
with metalinguistic cue. 
I can say that this one works extremely well. It can be very time 
consuming at first especially when you do it for the many formulaic 
sequences the kids need to learn at school. Like asking to go to the toilet. 
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The content, going back to the results and the high/low required 
uncovered. 
Arranging the items we can cluster them. 
We begin with the high/high grammatical morphemes as there must be 
a cognitive linguistic hook already in place for the children. 
The high/low’s are next and we split them into two sections, grouping 
the auxiliary and copula together as they are similar lexical items. 
There may be first language influences at play here but not being fluent 
in Pintupi and not being a linguist I prefer not to stray into supposition.  
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They all have to be taught. The trick is finding hooks in and this is 
where the study comes back into play. 
This priority of teaching is based around their developing use of SAE 
grammatical morphemes. In this fashion teachers can begin to fashion 
together units of work based around their understanding of child 
development.  
For example they can begin with experiences that focus on progressive 
and prepositions. Develop chants, rhymes, songs, and activities that 
focus on positional language and verbs. This can be followed by 
introducing pronouns into the mix. Later articles. At, and during, each 
stage of introduction each grammatical morpheme can be introduced to 
the children informally and formally.  
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These communication strategies should likewise be taught to ESL kids. 
These can be taught as small or large group scripted dramatic play 
events. 
 
As should the many formulaic sequences be taught to ESL kids. 
These too can be taught as small or large group scripted dramatic play 
events. 
Formulaic Sequences are VERY important. They are a developmental 
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strategy.  
They are crucial and should be encouraged. 
 
 
 
Routines within routines. This is the secret…building upon existing 
learnt routines and sequences. 
Briefly let’s examine a section of a morning literacy program from late 
last year in a junior primary class of a very remote Aboriginal school. 
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If you examine a typical section of a typical morning literacy session.  
This is from a multi-year class – kindy to year 3 and… 
In this example you can see a series of overlaid formulaic sequences that 
cascade into a complementary cohesive ESL oracy program.  
The blue shaded area signals a mixed package of whole class and 
individual ritualised choral activities to promote certain curriculum 
targets. Likewise within the un-shaded areas there are a series of 
discrete individual activities that are formulaic in nature that require 
children to participate. 
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Now every project enlists a lot of help and support along the way. These 
three people DESERVE recognition.  
The End. 
 
